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The 


Story  of  the  Foss  River  Ranch 


CHAPTER    I 

THE  POLO  CLUB   BALL 

It  was  a  brilliant  gathering-brilliant  in  every  sense  of  the 
word.  The  hall  was  a  great  effort  of  the  decorator's  art  • 
the  people  were  faultlessly  dressed,  the  faces  were  strong' 
handsome-fair  or  dark  complexioned  as  the  case  might 
be;  those  present  represented  the  wealth  and  fashion  of 
the  Western  Canadian  ranching  world.  Intellectually,  too 
there  was  no  more  fault  to  find  here  than  is  usual  in  a 
ballroom  m  the  West  End  of  London. 

It  was  the  annual  ball  of  the  Polo  Club,  and  that  was  a 
social  function  of  the  first  water-in  the  eyes  of  the  Calford 
world. 

"My  dear  Mrs  Abbot,  it  is  a  matter  which  is  quite  out 

of  my  province,"  said  John  Allandale,   in  answer   to  a 

remark  from  his  companion.     He  was  leaning  over  the 

cushioned  back  of  the  Chesterfield  upon  which  an  old  lady 

was  seated,  and  gazing  smilingly  over  at  a  group  of  young 

people  standing  at  the  opposite  end  of  the  room.     "  Jacky 

is  one  of  those  young  ladies  whose  strength  of  character 

carries  her  beyond  the  control  of  mere  man.     Yes,  I  know 

what  you  would  say,"  as  Mrs  Abbot  glanced  up  into  his 

ace  with  a  look  of  mildly-expressed  wonder;  "it  is  true  I 

am  her  uncle  and  guardian,  but,  nevertheless,  I  should  ao 


'  ™^  '™*^  o^  ™e  foss  river  ranch 

"Twenty-two." 

John    Allandale,   or  '« Poker"   T«k 
familiarly  called  by  all  who  kn.  "^  k      *"   *"*  ''^^    '»«'« 
over  at  the  group    but  J  ^""'  ^^^  ^t'"  booking 

into  h.  eyes  wh'ih  ^rhtTrr"  '\'  ^"''^"^^  "^p' 
have  been  taken  for  dl^'u^l^^^X/  ^^^'"^  ™^"' 
words  had  brought  home  to  Tfm  "''  companion's 

responsibility  which  was  hL  '  ^'""'  ^'^^^*'°"  ^^  ^ 

exclX'oIh^^^^^^^^^^^  -t  a  relative  living 

That  child  is  to  be  plied  jih;°"'''  -responsible  uncle' 

Panl^\°tr;:f^^^^^^^^^^  -  -^-^e  at  hi.  corn- 

was  stm  watcl^ng  theTruo  at  th       K°"  °^  '^'^''^^'      He 
H^s  face  was  clouded!  ^d  1  kel'o^^  ^       °' *'^  ^°°-- 

detected  a  curious  twitchfn.  of  hirbronT^'u'"'^'^  ^^^^ 
beneath  the  eye     His  .1      /  n         '"^'^  "^^^  ^heek,  just 

beaut,ful  girl  su^ound  /    l^^^^^^^^^^^^    ~nt  'Jf  ^ 

dressed,    bronzed-and    fo,   .u"'^*'' °^ '"^"' ''"'"aculately 

'ooking.     She  was  dark  ."'''''    P'"'   wholesome- 

^eaturel     Her  Zr  tt^t^tif  .t  J"  ^^  ''^  °^ 
raven's  wing,  and  coiled  il  blackness  of  the 

-Ok,  He/fe  Jrer^h  ;  Vi:  ^-  '"  "Pon  her 
regularuy  one  expects  in  such  fZ'  ^i,^"'''^y  the 
quashed  without  mercv  am.  irf  f  '^P''  "*"'"  her  eyes 
nationality.  nT2^Zl/T^  ''"""'"°"  <<"  her 
with  black.  Th7,  weTe^S  "''  ''"'""'  "'  ""  P-P" 
suggestion  of  stre'gthlevL  1T~'^;''""'==^  '"  'heir 
worldofg««iorevH        '^  "'"  ""S*"  ^^'"j'  "^sk  a 

The  music  began,  and  .he  gir,  passed  fton,  amidst  he. 
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group  of  admirers  upon  the  ara,  of  a  tall,  fair  man,  and  was 
soon  lost  in  the  midst  of  the  throng  of  dancers. 

"Who  IS  that  she  is  dancing  with  now?"  asked  Mrs 
Abbot  presently.  "  I  didn't  see  her  go  off.  I  was  watching 
Mr  Labl'.che  standing  alone  and  disconsolate  over  there 
against  the  door.     He  looks  as  if  someone  had  done  him 

"ancers"  "^"'-     '''    '^'^    '^    ''    ^^^-^    ^^    ^he 

Lablache  does  not  look  verv  amiable.  I  think  this  would 
be  a  good  opportunity  to  suggest  a  little  gamble  in  the 
smoking-room." 

"Nothmg  of  the  sort."  snapped  Mrs  Abbot,  with  the 
assurance  of  an  old  friend.  '•  I  haven't  half  finished  talk 
ing  to  you  yet.  It  is  a  most  extraordinary  thing  that  all 
you  people  of  the  prairie  love  to  call  each  other  by  nick- 
names Why  should  the  Hon.  William  Bunning-F'ord  be 
dubbed  'Lord'  Bill,  and  why  should  that  s.eet'niece  of 
yours,  who  IS  the  possessor  of  such  a  charming  name  as 
Joaqmna,    be   i>ailed   by  every  man  within   one  hundred 

aT^-vulgar.^'  ''  '^''''''     '  ''-'  ^'  ^^  ^^^  ^^^^^ 
"Possibly  you  are  right,  my  dear  lady.     But  you  can 

Tv7n  T'  '1"  "'"''  "'  '''  P"'""  ^°"  -ight  just  as  well 
ry  to  stem  the  stream  of  our  Foss  River  in  early  sprin-^  as 
ry  to  make  the  prairie  man  call  people  by  their  legitimate 

names^    For  instance,  do  you  ever  hear  me  spoken  oT  by 

any  other  name  than  '  Poker '  John  ? " 

in  te  eyes'"'  '"""''^  ""  '""''"'•    "  ""'''"'"'^  '"'"'"=  »»^ 

"There  Is  reason  in  your  sobriquet,  John.     A  man  who 

spends  h,s  substance  and  time  in  playing  that  JcTnaHng 

John  Allandale  made  .  "clucking"  sound   with    his 
tongue.    It  was  his  way  of  expressing  irritation.    Then  he 
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raising  world.      She  was  .  1  ',    "  '"  ""  «°<:k- 

common  sense;  he  ^s  a  ml    f"  "    "°'""'-  '^""'"'' 
thinker;  she   was   a  T  I       '"""'   '""'"   «*«  . 

invi„cih,elro;dr;Te  t".  :r'  f'"'  ^  » 

responsibility  and  duty  was  enZl^  J"'  """'  "f 

reliable  inclination.    Moreover  he' ri""*  '"  '"  ""■ 
being  possessed  of  greH: 'ngtr:   :^r'Thef '""' 

:^:r:;;ri:;e?„sf '°  -- -----  *^ 

,;e;^^fd^^.htj;dXrhr^^^^^^^^^ 

e    wi.     iviurmuiing  an   excuse  to  Mrs   akk  *    l 
strode  across  the  room  iu«;^  a«  hie    •        ,  '^°°°*'   ^e 

arm  of  the  Hor,.  Bunl.  Ford        "'''\'^*"'"g  "Pon  the 
been  standing      "'"""'"S'^^^d'  approached  where  he  had 

"Lovely,  Aunt   Margaret,   thanks"    <;h«     i 
the  doctor's  wife  "Aunt"  ^'"^^^  ^^^^^d 


nP(»^^ 


'■««MOV««^*ffll 


You  must  be 


THE  POLO  CLUB  BALL 

Mrs  Abbot  nodded. 

JJ  ^ut""^  !?"  ^'^^^  ^^"^^^  «^«fy  <iance. 
tired,  child.     Come  and  sit  down  " 

unint^  T  '"'""'"^^  ^°"'^  °f  ^»^'«  oJd  lady  and  looked 
Ted  rt'^'l  ''  *  '"°^'^^-  "-  -ff-tion  was  r  ect^ 
"rtn  K.  ""^'  '^^^^'^^"^  "^-^  "  ^^"  -o^  o^e^ 

.ind?o  dlt'IveTtfe  o'^t;  ""^^  '"^^^  ^^  '"^ 
guess  I  shaVt  wast?  tfre'^Ldt/-^^"""^-    ^"^  ^ 

Ms  Abbots  face  md.cated  horrified  amazement, 
dreadful"' "  '''''  ^on't-don't  talk  like  that.    It  is  really 
"Lord "Bill  smiled. 

bu  smooth  sUk  to  my  touch.     P.'n'ot  fit  for  town  1    "f 
nlT       Z      P,'^'"'  ^"■' '  y°"  ^^"  bet  your  life  on  it   and 

He  wi  a  tan    .     H.'      "'  '"^"^""^  '™"^  ^"^  ^^^'^^^d. 
ne  was  a  tall,   slight   man,   with  a  faint  stooo  «f  th^ 

shoulders.    He  looked  worthy  of  his  tft^e  ^         '^' 

It  IS   no  use   trying   to  treat  Jacky   to  a   becoming 

hfrr    >H  "'  '°'''^  requirements,"  hJ  said,  addre"  ng 

himself  with  a  sort  of  weary  deliberation  to  Mrs  Abbot 

'I  suggested  an  ice  just  now.     She  said  she  got  plenty  on 

J     ,T'^  ^\  '^''   ''"''  °^  y^^^'"  ^nd  he  shrugged   h^s 
shoulders  and  laughed  pleasantly.  ^^         '' 

"Well,   of  course.     What   does   one   want   ices    for?" 
asked  the  girl,  disdainfully.     "  I  came  here  to  danc        But 

wr'il?;'  ?"'  'r  ""^'^  ^°"^^    «^  d-bed  off  as  i?he 
were  afraid  of  us  when  we  came  up." 


■^  "Si.  ^.. 


■j:c;ji2J»i.'  I'  -^s' 


^  .  ! 
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and-"^'"''  ^^  *"*"  '^*  *"''  '"'"''  °"  ^  ^^^'"^  *^  P°''^''  <^^»^' 

"And  that  means  he  has  gone  in  se,rch  ot  that  de- 
testable man,  Lablache,"  Jacky  put  in  sharply 

Her  beautiful  face  flushed  with  anger  as  she  spoke. 
But  w.thal  there  was  a  look  of  anxiety  in  her  eyes 

"If  he  n.ust  play  cards  I  wish  he  would  play  with  some- 
one else,"  she  pursued. 

T    K^^u"*  "u  ^J".  ^'^"^'^'^  '°'"^  '^«  '^^'^      "'^   saw  that 
i-ablache  had  disappeared. 

"  Well,  you  see,  Lablache  has  taken  a  lot  of  monev  out 

of  al   of  us.     Naturally  we  wish   to  j^et   it   back,"  he   said 

quietly,  as  if  in  defence  of  her  uncle's  doiru's 

"Yes,  I  know.     And-do  you?"    The  gFrl's  tone  was 
cuttmg. 

"  Lord  "  Bill  shrugged.     Then,— 

'•As  yet  I  have  not  had  that  pleasure. 

"•"^  w  '^!}J'°''  anything  of  Lablache  you  n.ver  will." 
put  m  Mrs  Abbot,  curtly.  '«  He  is  not  giv.n  to  pa.  t.ng  easily 
The  quahficat.on  most  necessary  amongst  gentlemen  in  the 
days  of  our  grandfathers  was  keen  gambling.     You  and 

i°rones^'    ^°"  "''"'^  '"  '^"''  '^^^''  ™'^^'  ^^^^  ^'P'^*^^  ^^ 

"  Yes-or  taken  to  the  road.     You  remember,  even  then 
It  was  necessary  to  be  a  '  gentleman  '  of  the  road." 

"Lord"   Bill    laughed   in  his    lazy   fashion.     His   keen 
grey  eyes  were  half  veiled  with  e)elids   «rhich  seemed  too 
weary  to  lift  themselves.     He  was  a  handsome  man,  but  his 
general  air  of  weariness  belied  the  somewhat  eagle  cast  of 
countenance  which  was  his.     Mrs  Abbot,   watching   him 
thought  that    the  deplorable   lassitude   which   he  always 
exhibited  masked  a  very  different  nature.     Jacky  possibly 
had  her  own   estimation  of  the  man.     Whatever  it  was 
her  friendship  for  him  was  not  to  be  doubled,  and,  on  his 
part,   he  never  attempted   to  disguise   his  admiration   of 
tier. 


"fF.;  }^F 
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A  woman  is  often  a  much  keener  observer  of  men  than  she 
18  given  credit  for.     A  man  is  frcriu.ntly  disposed  to  judg. 
another  man  by  his  mental  talents  and  his  peculiarities  of 
temper-or   blatant   self-advertisement.     A   woman's  first 
thought  IS  for  that  vague,  but  comprehensive  trait  "  manli- 
ness.'     She  drives  straight  home  for  the  peg  upon  which 
to  hang  her  judgment.     That  is  why  in  feminine  regard 
the   bookworm   goes   to  the  wall  to   make  room  for  the 
athlete.     Possibly  Jacky    and    Mrs    Abbot    had    probed 
beneath    "Lord"    Bill's    superficial    weariness    and    dis- 
covered there  a  nature  worths  of  their  regard.     They  were 
both,  in  their  several  ways,  fond  of  tl.is  scion  of  a  noble 
house. 

"It  is  all  very  well  for  you  good  people  to  '  .  there  and 
lecture— or,  at  least,  say  'things.'"  "  Lord  "      ill  went  on. 
"A  man  must  have  excitement.     Life  becom  s  a  burden  to 
the  man  who  lives  the  humdrum  existence  of  ranch  life      For 
the  first  few  years  it  is  all  very  well.     He  can  find  a  certain 
excitement  in  learning  the  business.     The  '  round-ups '  and 
brandmg  and  re-brandin-  of  cattle,  these  things  are  fascinat- 
mfi[— for  a  time.     Breaking  the  wild  and  woolly  broncho  is 
lliillhngand  he  needs  no  other  tonic;  but  when  one  has 
Rone  through  all  this  and  he  finds  that  no  Broncho— or,  for 
that  matter,  any  other  horse— ever  foaled  cannot  be  ridden, 
it  loses  its  charm  and  becomes  boring.     On  the  prairie 
there  are  only  two  things   left  for   him  to  do-drink  or 
gamble.     The   first  is  impossible.     It   is   low,  degrading 
Besides  it  only  appeals  to  certain  senses,  and  does  not  give 
one  that  'hair-curling'  thrill   which  makes   life  tolerable. 
Consequently  the  wily  pasteboard  is  brought  forth— and  we 
live  again." 

"Stuff,"  remarked  Mrs  Abbot,  uncompromisingly. 

"Bill,  you  make  me  laugh,"  exclaimed  Tacky,  smiling  up 
mto  his  face.  "  Your  arguments  are  so  characteristic  of 
you.  I  believe  it  is  nothing  but  sheer  indolence  that  makes 
you  sit  down  night   xfter  night  and  hand  over  your  dollars 
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to  thtt— that  Lablache.     How  much  have  you  lost  to  him 
this  week  ?  " 

••  Lord  "  Bill  glanced  quizzically  down  at  the  girl. 

"  I  have  purchased  seven  evenings'  excitement  at  a  fairly 
rea>(jnal)ie  price." 

"Which  means?" 

The  girl  leant  forward  and  in  her  eyes  was  a  look  ot 
anxiety.     She  meant  to  have  the  truth, 

"I  have  enjoyed  myself." 

•'But  the  price?" 

••  Ah  -here  comes  your  partner  for  the  next  dance," 
•  Lord  "  Bill  went  on,  still  smiling.  "  The  band  has  struck 
up." 

At  that  moment  a  broad  shouldered  man,  with  a  com- 
plexion speaking  loudly  of  the  prairie,  came  up  to  claim  the 
girl. 

"  Hallo,  Pickles,"  said  Bill,  quietly  turning  upon  the  new- 
comer  and  ignoring  Jacky's  question.  ••  Thought  you  said 
you  weren't  coming  in  to-night  ? " 

"  Neither  was  I,"  the  man  addressed  as  "Pickles"  retorted, 
"but  Miss  Jacky  promised  me  two  dances,"  he  went  on,  in 
strong  Irish  brogue;  "that  settled  it.  How  d'ye  do,  Mrs 
Abf^ot  ?  Come  along,  Miss  Jacky,  we're  losing  half  our 
dance." 

The  girl  took  the  proffered  arm  and  was  about  to  move 
off.  She  turned  and  spoke  to  "Lord"  Bill  over  her 
shoulder. 

"  How  much  ?  " 

Bill  shrugged  his  shoulders  in  a  deprecating  fashion. 
The  same  gentle  smile  hovered  round  his  sleepy  eyes. 

"  Three  thousand  dollars." 

Jacky  glided  off  into  the  already  dancing  throng. 

For  a  moment  the  Hon.  Bunninij-Ford  and  Mrs  Abbot 
watched  the  girl  as  she  glided  in  and  out  amongst  the 
dancers,  then,  with  a  sigh,  the  old  lady  turned  to  her  com- 
panion.    Her  kindly  wrinkled  old  face  w  ore  a  sad  expression 
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and  a  half  tender  look  was  in  her  eyes  as  they  rested  upon 

the  man's  face.     When  she  spoke,  however,  her  tone  was 

purely  conversational. 

"Are  you  not  going  to  dance?" 

••  No,"  abstractedly.     "  I  tl  ink  I've  had  enough." 

*•  Then  come  and  sit  by  me  and  help  to  cheer  an  old 

woman  up." 

"Lord"  Bill  smiled  as  he  seated  himself  upon  the 
lounge. 

"  I  don't  think  there  is  much  necessity  for  my  cheering 
influence,  Aunt  Margaret.  Amongst  your  many  other 
charminij  qualities  cheerfulness  is  not  the  least.  Doesn't 
Jacky  look  lovely  to  night  ?  " 

"  To-night  ? — always." 

•'  Yes,  of  course— but  J.icky  always  seems  t-^  '.pass  her- 
self under  excitement.  One  would  scarceh  expect  it, 
knowing  her  as  wc  do.  But  she  is  as  wildly  delighted  wi»h 
dancing  as  any  miss  fresh  from  school." 

"And  why  not ?  It  is  little  pleasure  that  comes  into  her 
life.  An  orphan  —  barely  twenty-two  —  with  the  entire 
responsibility  of  her  uncle's  ranch  upon  her  shoulders. 
Living  in  a  very  hornet's  nest  of  blacklegs  and— and — " 

"Gamblers,"  put  in  the  man,  quietly. 

"Yes,"  Aunt  Marj^aret  went  on  defiantly,  "gamblers. 
With  the  certain  knowledge  that  the  home  she  struggles 
for,  through  no  fault  of  her  own.  is  passing  into  the  hands 
of  a  man  she  hates  and  despises — " 

"And  who  by  the  way  is  in  love  with  her."  "Lord" 
Bill's  mouth  was  curiously  pursed. 

"  What  pleasure  can  she  have  ?  "  exclaimed  Mrs  Abbot, 
vehemently.  "Sometimes,  much  as  I  am  attached  to 
John,  I  feel  as  if  I  should  like  to — to  bang  Mm  !" 

"  Poor  old  John  !  "  Bill's  banti  ring  tone  nettled  the  old 
lady,  but  she  said  no  more.  Her  anger  against  those  she 
loved  could  not  last  long. 

"  '  Poker '  John  loves  his  ni.re."  the  man  went  on,  as  his 
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companion   remained   silent.     "There   is   nothing  in  the 
world  he  would  not  do  for  her,  if  it  lay  within  his  power." 

"Then  let  him  leave  poker  alone.  His  gambling  is 
breaking  her  heart." 

The  angry  light  was  again  in  the  old  lady's  eyes.  Her 
companion  did  not  answer  for  a  moment.  His  lips  had 
assumed  th?t  curious  pursing.  When  he  spoke  it  was  with 
great  decision. 

"Impossible,  nry  dear  lady— utterly  impossible.  Can 
the  Foss  River  help  freezing  in  winter  ?  Can  Jacky  help 
talking  prairie  slang?  Can  Lablache  help  grubbing  for 
money  ?  Can  you  help  caring  for  all  of  our  worthless  selves 
who  belong  to  the  Foss  River  Settlement?  Nothing  can 
alter  these  things.  John  would  play  poker  on  the  lid  of  his 
own  coffin,  while  the  undertakers  were  winding  his  shroud 
about  him— if  they'd  lend  him  a  pack  of  cards." 

"  I  believe  you  encourage  him  in  it,"  said  the  old  lady, 
mollified,  but  still  sticking  to  her  guns.  "  There  is  little  to 
choose  between  you." 

The  man  shrugged  his  indolent  shoulders.  This  dear 
old  lady's  loyalty  to  Jacky,  and,  for  that  matter,  to  all  her 
friends,  pleased  while  it  amused  him. 

"Maybe."  Then  abruptly,  "Let's  talk  of  something 
else." 

At  that  moment  an  elderly  man  was  seen  edging  his  way 
through  the  dancers.  He  came  directly  over  to  Mrs 
Abbot. 

"  It's  getting  late,  Margaret,"  ht  said,  pausing  before  her. 
"  I  am  told  it  is  rather  gusty  outside.  The  weather 
prophets  think  we  may  have  a  blizzard  on  us  before 
morning." 

"  I  shouldn't  be  at  all  surpi  .sed,"  put  in  the  Hon.  Bunning- 
Ford.  "The  sun-dogs  Uavo  been  showing  for  the  last  two 
days.  I'll  see  what  Jacky  says,  and  then  hunt  out  old 
John." 

"  Yes,  fui  goodness-  sake  don't  let  us  get  caught  id  a 
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blizzard,"  exclaimed  Mrs  Abbot,  fearfully.  "If  there  is  one 
thing  I  m  afraid  of  it  is  one  of  those  terrible  storms.  We 
nave  thirty-five  miles  to  go." 

The  new-comer,  Dr  Abbot,  smiled  at  his  wife's  terrified 
look,  but,  as  he  turned  to  urge  Bill  to  hurry,  there  was  a 
slightly  anxious  look  on  his  face. 

«  Hurry  up,  old  man.  I'll  go  and  see  about  our  sleigh  " 
Then  in  an  undertone,  "You  can  exaggerate  a  little  to 
persuade  them,  for  the  storm  is  coming  on  and  we  must 
get  away  at  once." 

A  moment  or   two  later  "Lord"  Bill   and  Jacky  were 

Z^'^l  'u'"'/fl'''  '^''  smoking-room.     On  the  stairs  they 
met     Poker    John.     He  was  returning  to  the  ball-room. 

T.  1.       ?iV"''  '^''"''"^'  ^°  •^^'^  '■°'"  y°"'  uncle."  exclaimed 
Jacky.        They  tell  us  it  is  blowing  outside." 

"Just  what  I  was  coming  to  tell  you,  my  dear.     We  must 
De  going.     Where  are  the  doctor  and  Aunt  Margaret  ?  " 

Getting  ready."   said   Bill,   quietly.     "Have  a  good 
game?  " 

The  old  man  smiled.  His  bronzed  face  indicated  extreme 
satisfaction. 

"Not  half  bad.  boy~not  half  bad.  Relieved  Lablache 
of  five  hundred  dollars  in  the  last  jackpot.  Held  four 
deuces.     He  opened  with  full  on  aces." 

"Poker  "John  seemed  to  have  forgotten  the  past  heavy 
losses,  and  spoke  gleefully  of  the  paltry  five  hundred  he  had 
just  scooped  in. 

"T?H?pn°°!;'^  relieved,  and  even  the  undemonstrative 
Lord    Bill  allowed  a  scarcely  audible  sigh  to  escape  him 
Jacky  returned  at  once  to  the  exigencies  of  the  moment. 

Then,  uncle,  dear,  let  us  hurry  up.  I  guess  none  of  us 
wan  to  be  caught  in  a  blizzard.  Say,  Bill,  take  me  to  the 
cl-ak-room,  right  away." 


CHAPTER   II 


THE  BLIZZARD  :   ITS  CONSEQUENCES 

On  the  whole,  Canada  can  boast  of  one  of  the  most  perfect 
health-giving  climates  in  the  world,  despite  the  two 
extremes  of  heat  and  cold  of  which  it  is  composed  But 
even  so  the  Canadian  climate  is  cursed  by  an  evii  which 
every  now  and  again  breaks  loose  from  the  bonds  which 
fetter  it,  and  rages  from  east  to  ■  -^st,  carrying  death  and 
destruction  in  its  wake.  I  spe  c. "  ;he  terrible — the  raging 
Blizzard ! 

To  appreciate  the  panic-like  haste  with  which  the  Foss 
River  Settlement  party  left  the  ballroom,  one  must  have 
lived  a  winter  in  the  west  of  Canada.  The  reader  who  sits 
snugly  by  his  or  her  fireside,  and  who  has  never  experienced 
a  Canadian  winter,  can  have  no  conception  of  one  of  those 
dread  storms,  the  very  name  of  which  had  drawn  words  of 
terror  from  one  who  had  lived  the  greater  part  of  her  life  in 
the  eastern  shadow  of  the  Rockies.  Hers  was  no  timid, 
womanly  fear  for  ordinary  inclemency  of  weather,  but  a 
deep-rooted  dread  of  a  life  -  and  -  death  struggle  in  a 
merciless  storm,  than  which,  in  no  part  of  the  world,  can 
there  be  found  a  more  fearful.  Whence  it  comes — and 
why,  surely  no  one  may  say.  A  meteorological  expert  may 
endeavour  to  account  for  it,  but  his  argument  is  uncon- 
vincing and  gains  no  credence  from  the  dweller  on  the 
prairie.  And  for  why  ?  Because  the  storm  does  not  come 
from  above — neither  does  it  come  from  a  specified 
direction.    And  oaly  in  the  winter  does  such  a  wind  blow. 
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The  wind  buffets  from  every  direction  at  once.  No  snow 
falls  from  above  and  yet  a  blinding  grey  wall  of  snow,  swept 
up  from  the  white-clothed  ground,  encompasses  the  dazed 
traveller.  His  arm  outstretched  in  daylight  and  he  cannot 
see  the  tips  of  his  heavy  fur  mitts.  Bitter  cold,  a  hundred 
times  intensified  by  the  merciless  force  of  the  wind,  and  he 
is  lost  and  freezing— slowly  freezing  to  death. 

As  the  sleigh  dashed  through  the  outskirts  of  Calford,  on 
its  way  to  the  south,  there  was  not  much  doubt  in  the 
minds  of  any  of  its  occupants  as  to  the  prospects  of  the 
storm.  The  gusty,  patchy  wind,  the  sudden  sweeps  of 
hissing,  cutting  snow,  as  it  slithered  up  in  a  grey  dust  in 
the  moonlight,  and  lashed,  with  stinging  force,  into  their 
faces,  was  a  sure  herald  i.   the  coming  "blizzard." 

Bunning-Ford  and  Jacky  occupied  the  front  seat  of 
the  sleigh.  The  former  was  driving  the  spanking  team 
of  blacks  of  which  old  "  Poker  "  John  was  justly  proud.  The 
sleigh  was  open,  as  in  Canada  all  such  sleighs  are.  Mrs 
Abbot  and  the  doctor  sat  in  a  seat  with  their  backs  to 
Jacky  and  her  companion,  and  old  John  AUandale  faced  the 
wind  in  the  back  seat,  alone.  Thirty-five  miles  the  horses 
had  to  cover  before  the  storm  thoroughly  established  itself, 
and  "  Lord  "  Bill  was  not  a  slow  driver. 

The  figures  of  the  travellers  were  hardly  distinguishable 
so  enwrapped  were  they  in  beaver  caps,  buffalo  coats  and 
robes.  Jacky,  as  she  sat  silently  beside  her  companion, 
might  have  been  taken  for  an  inanimate  bundle  of  furs,  so 
lost  was  she  within  the  ample  folds  of  her  buffalo.  But 
for  the  occasional  turn  of  her  head,  as  she  measured  with 
her  eyes  the  rising  of  the  storm,  she  gave  no  sign  of 
life. 

"Lord"  Bill  seemed  indifferent.  His  eyes  were  fixed 
upon  the  road  ahead  and  his  hands,  encased  in  fur  miits, 
were  on  the  "lines "with  a  tenacious  grip.  The  horses 
needed  no  urging.  They  were  high-mettled  and  cold.  The 
gushing  quiver  of  their  nostrils,  as  they  drank  in  the  crisp, 
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night  air,  had  a  comforting  sound  for  the  occupants  of 
the  sleigh  Weather  permitting,  those  beautiful  "blacks" 
would  do  the  distance  in  under  three  hours 

The  sleigh  bells  jangled  musically  in  response  to  the 
high  steps  of  the  horses  as  they  sped  over  the  hard,  snow- 
covered  trail  They  were  climbing  the  long  slope  which 
was  to  take  them  out  of  the  valley  wherein  was  Calford 
situate  Presently  Jacky's  face  appeared  from  amidst  the 
folds  of  the  muffler  which  kept  her  storm  collar  fast  round 
her  neck  and  ears. 

"Its  gaining  on  us,  Billy." 

"Yes,  I  know." 

He  understood  her   remark.     He  knew  she  referred  to 
he  storm.     His  lips  were  curiously  pursed.     A  knack  he 
had  when  stirred  out  of  himself 

"Wesha'n'tdo  it." 

The  girl  spoke  with  conviction. 

":  o." 

"Guess  we'd  better  hit  the  trail  for  Norton's.  Soldier 
Joe'll  be  glad  to  welcome  us."  ouiuier 

"  Lord  "  Bill  did  not  answer.  He  merely  chirruped  at 
the  horses.  The  willing  beasts  increased  their  paT  and 
the  sleigh  sped  along  with  that  intoxicating  smoothness 
only  to  be  felt  when  travelling  with  double  "  bobs  "on  a 
perfect  trail. 

fiercer  ^^  Th'"'"'*  °^ '''"  approaching  blizzard  was  becoming 
fiercer.      The  moon   was  already  enveloped   in  a  dense 

!h ".vllt:.""  ""  '"^"^  "'^  '"^  ^^"^  ■"  ^'^  ^--  of 
"I  think  we'll  give  it  an  hour,  Bill.     After  that  I  guess 
It  11  be  too  thick,"  pursued  the  girl.     "What  d'you  th^k 
can^we  make  Norton's   in  that  time-it's  a  good  sixteer; 

"  I'll  put  'em  at  it,"  was  her  companion's  curt  response 
Neither  s,K>ke  for  a  minute.     Then  "Lord"  B  11  bent 
Ins  head  suddenly  forward.     The  night  was  getting  blac  e 
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and  it  was  with  difficulty  that  he  could  keep  his  eyes  from 
blinking  under  the  lash  of  the  whipping  snow. 

"What  is  it? "asked  Jacky,  ever  on  the  alert  with  the 
instinct  of  the  prairie. 

"  Someone  just  ahead  ot  us.  The  track  is  badly  broken 
m  places.     Sit  tight,  I'm  going  to  touch  cm  up." 

He  flicked  the  whip  over  the  horses'  backs,  and  a 
moment  later,  the  sleigh  was  flying  along  at  a  dangerous 
pace.     The  horses  had  broken  into  a  i;allop. 

"  Lord  "  Bill  seemed  to  liven  up  under  the  influence  of 
speed.  The  wind  was  howling  now,  and  conversation  was 
impossible,  except  in  short,  jerky  sentences.  They  were 
on  the  high  level  of  the  prairie  and  were  getting  the  full 
benefit  of  the  open  sweep  of  country. 

"Cold'"  Bill  almost  shouted. 

"No,"  fame  the  quiet  response. 

"Straight,  down-hill  trail.  Tm  going  to  let  'em  have 
their  heads." 

Both  of  these  people  knew  every  inch  of  the  road  they 
were  travelling.     There  was  no  fear  in  their  hearts. 

"Put  'em  along,  then." 

The  horses  raced  along.  The  deadly  grey  wind  had 
obscured  all  light.  The  lights  of  the  sleigh  alone  showed 
the  tracks.  It  was  a  wild  night  and  every  moment  it 
seemed  to  become  worse.  Suddenly  the  man  spoke 
again. 

"  I  wish  we  hadn't  got  the  others  with  us,  Tacky." 
"Why?" 

"  Because  I  could  put  'em  along  faster,  as  it  is—"  His 
sentence  remained  uniinished,  the  sleigh  bumped  and  lifted 
on  to  one  runner.  It  was  within  an  ace  of  overturning. 
There  was  no  need  to  finish  his  sentence. 

"Yes,  I  understand,  Bill.  Don't  take  too  many  chances. 
Ease  'em  up— some.  They're  not  as  young  as  we  are- 
not  the  horses.     The  others." 

"  Lord  "  Bill  laughed.     Jacky  was  so  cool.     The  word 
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fear  was  not  in  her  vocabulary.     This  sort  of  a  journey  was 

?oS  T  ''  '":    ''^  '^'  ^^P^-"-d  it  all  blfoTe 
Possibly,  however,  her  total  lack  of  fear  was  due  to  her 

knowledge  of  the  man  who,  to  use  her  own  way  of  express 
mg  thmgs.  «'was  at  the  business  end  of  the  linel"  ''Lord" 
Bill  was  at  once  the  finest  and  the  most  fearless  teamster 
for  miles  around.  Under  the  cloak  of  indolent  indifTerence 
he  concealed  a  sp,nt  of  fearlessness  and  even  recklessnes 
which  few  accredited  to  him. 

For  some  time  the  two  remained  silent.    The  minutes 

SalTow'^  Th'e  '^"Z"  '°"^  ''''''■     ^"  ^^outaTprh 
black  now.    The  wind  was  tearing  and  shrieking  from  every 

I'ra^ck      Zlv  ?'  '^"^'  "^"^^  ^°  b«  'he  centreTf 
ZTT'     ^^^^h°^'"g  ^'°"ds  of  snow,  as  they  swept  up 
from  the  ground,  were  becoming  denser  and  denser  and 
offered  a  fierce  resistance  to  the  racing  horses.     Another 
few  minutes  and  the  two  people  on  the  front  seat  knew  ha 
progress  would  be  impossible.      As  it  was,  "Lord"  BH 
was  driving  more  by  instinct  than  by  what  he  could  see. 
The  trail  was  obscured,  as  were  all  landmarks.     He  could 
no  longer  see  the  horses'  heads. 

•"^tl  know' '"'  ^^^°°^-h°"«^'"  ^^id  Jacky,  at  last. 
A  strange  knowledge  or  instinct  is  that  of  the  prairie 
man  or  woman      Neither  had  seen  the  school-house  or 

Xl  "•    ^"^  '''  ''^^  '"^"  ^^^y  h^^ 

"Haifa  mile  to  Trout  Creek.     Two  miles  to  Norton's 
Can  you  do  it,  Bill  ?  " 

Quietly  as  the  words  were  spoken,  there  was  a  world  ot 
meaning  m  the  question.  To  lose  their  way  now  would  be 
worse,  infinitely,  than  to  lose  oneself  in  one  of  the  sandy 
deserts  of  Africa.  Death  was  in  that  biting  wind  and  fn 
the  blinding  snow.  Once  lost,  and.  in  two  or  three  hours, 
all  would  be  over.  ' 

"  Yes,"  came  the  monosyllabic  reply.     "  Lord  "  Bill's  lips 
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were  pursed  tightly.  Every  now  and  then  he  dashed  the 
snow  and  breath  icicles  from  his  eyelashes.  The  horses 
were  almost  hidden  from  his  view. 

They  were  descending  a  steep  gradient  and  they  now 
knew  that  they  were  upon  Trout  Creek.     At  the  creek  Bill 
pulled  up.      It  was  the  first  stop  since  leaving  Calford. 
Jacky  and  he  jumped  down.     Each  knew  what  the  other 
was  about  to  do  without  speaking.     Jacky,  re\m  in  hand 
went  round  the  horses ;  "  Lord  "  Bill  was  searching  for  the 
trail  which  turned  off  from  the  main  road  up  the  creek  to 
Norton's.     Presently  he  came  back. 
"Animals  all  ri-ht?" 
"  Fit  as  fiddles,"  the  girl  replied. 
"  Right— jump  up  ! " 

There  was  no  assisting  this  girl  to  her  seat.  No  «  by 
your  leave  "  or  European  politeness.  Simply  the  word  of 
one  man  who  knows  his  business  to  another.  Both  were 
on  their  "native  heath." 

Bill  checked  the  horses'  impetuosity  and  walked  them 
slowly  until  he  came  to  the  turning.  Once  on  the  right 
road,  howev-r,  he  let  them  have  their  heads. 

"  It's  all  right,  Jacky,"  as  the  horses  bounded  forward. 
A  few  minutes  later  the  sleigh  drew  up  at  Norton's,  but 
so  dark  was  it  and  so  dense  the  snow  fog,  that  only  those 
two  keen  watchers  on  the  front  seat  were  able  to  discern 
the  outline  of  the  house. 

"  Poker  "  John  and  the  doctor  assisted  the  old  lady  to 
alight  whilst  Jacky  and  «'  Lord  "  Bill  unhitched  the  horses. 
In  spite  of  the  cold  the  sweat  was  pouring  from  the  animals' 
sides.  In  answer  to  a  violent  summons  on  the  storm  door 
a  light  appeared  in  the  window  and  "soldier"  Joe  Norton 
opened  the  door. 

For  an  instant  he  stood  in  the  doorway  peering  doubt- 
fully out  into  the  storm.  A  goodly  picture  he  made  as  he 
stood  lantern  in  hand,  his  rugged  old  face  gazing  inquir. 
ingly  at  his  visitors. 
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"  Hurry  up,  Joe,  let  us  in,"  exclaimed  Allandale.  «•  We 
are  nearly  frozen  to  death." 

"Why  bless  my  soul  !-bless  my  soul  !  Come  in' 
Comem!"  the  old  man  exclaimed  hastily  as  he  recog- 
n-sed  John  Allandale's  voice.  «'  You  out,  and  on  a  Tht 
hke   thjs.     Bless   my  soul  !     Come   in !     Down.    Hu  ky 

at^bar ;e:?s:va;r  '''''''''  ^''''  ^°""^^^  ^^^^ 
"  Hold  on,  Joe,"  said  "  Poker "  John.     »  Let  the  ladies 
go  m,  we  must  see  to  the  horses." 

"It's  all  right,  uncle,"  said  Jacky.  "we've  unhitched  'em. 
Bills  taken  'em  right  away  to  the  stables  " 

The  whole  party  passed  into  Joe  Norton's  sitting-room, 
where  the  old  farmer  at  once  set  about  kindling,  with  the 
aid  of  some  coal-oil,  a  fire  in  the  great  box-stove.     While  his 
host  was  busy  John  took  the  lantern  and  went  to  "Lord" 
Bill  s  assistance  in  the  stables. 
The  stove  lighted,  Joe  Norton  turned  to  his  guests 
Bless  me,  and  to  think  of  you,  Mrs  Abbot,  and  Miss 
Jacky,   too      I   must  fetch   the  o'd  'ooman.     Hi,   Molly 
Moly  bestir  yourself,  old  girl.     Come  on  down,  an'  help 
the  ladies.    They've  come  for  shelter  out  C  the  blizzard- 
good  luck  to  it." 

/;0h,  no,  don't  disturb  her,  Joe,"  exclaimed  Mrs  Abbot; 
Its  really  too  bad,  at  this  unearthly  hour.     Besides,  we 
shall  be  quite  comfortable  here  bn  the  stove  " 

b.it  chat  s  not  my  way-not  my  way.  Any  of  you  froze  " 
he  went  on  ungrammatically,  '"cause  if  so,  out  you  go 
and  thaw  it  out  in  the  snow."  ^ 

^h^^f'' '  !^r''  "°  °"^  ^'■°'^"'"  '^'^  J^^J^y'  S'^'Jing  into 
the  old  man's  face.     '« We're  too  old  birds  for  that.     Ah 
here's  Mrs  Norton."  ' 

Another  warm  greeting  and  the  two  ladies  were  hustled 

thl  V     .ft  ^'^f'  ^'^'■°°"'  '^^  N°^^°"^  boasted.     By 
this  time  "Lord"  Bill  and  "Poker"  John  had  returned 
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from  the  stables.  While  the  ladies  were  removing  their 
furs,  which  were  sodden  with  the  melting  snow,  the  farmer's 
wife  was  preparing  a  rough  but  ample  meal  of  warm  pro- 
vender m  the  kitchen.  Such  is  hospitality  in  the  Far  North- 
West. 

When  the  supper  was  prepared  the  travellers  sat  down  to 
the  substantial  fare.  None  were  hungry-be  it  remem- 
bered that  It  was  three  o'clock  in  the  morning-but  each 
felt  that  some  pretence  in  that  direction  must  be  made  or 
the  kmdly  couple  would  think  their  welcome  was 
insufficient. 

"  An'^  what  made  you  venture  on  the  trail  on  such  a 
night?  asked  old  Norton,  as  he  poured  out  a  joram  of 
hot  whisky  for  each  of  the  men.  "  A  moral  cert,  you 
wouldn  t  strike  Foss  River  in  such  a  storm." 

''We  thought  it  would  have  held  off  longer,"  said  Dr 
Abbot.  "  It  was  no  use  getting  cooped  up  in  town  for  two 
or  three  days.  You  kn..w  what  these  blizzards  are.  You 
may^have  to  do  with  us  yourself  during  the  next  forty-eight 

"  It^s  too  sharp  to  last,  Doc,"  put  in  Jacky,  as  she  helped 
herself  to  some  soup.  Her  face  was  glowing  after  her 
exposure  to  the  elements.  She  looked  very  beautiful  and 
not  one  whit  the  worse  for  the  drive. 

"Sharp  enough-sharp  enough,"  murmured  old  Norton 
as  if  for  something  to  say.  ' 

"Sharp enough  to  bring  someone  else  to  your  hospitable 
abode,  Joe  mterrupted,  "Lord"  Bill,  quietly,  "I  hear 
sleigh  bells.  The  wind's  howling,  but  their  tone  is 
familiar. 

They  were  all  listening  now.  "Poker"  John  was  the 
first  to  speak. 

"  It's — "  and  he  paused. 

Befc  e  he  could  complete  his  sentence  Jacky  filled  up 
the  missing  words.  *^ 

•'  Lablache— for  a  dollar." 


"...wr^r^^ 
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lie  kitchen  The  expression  of  the  faces  of  those  around 
the  board  indexed  a  general  thought. 

Lablache  if  it  were  he,  would  not  receive  the  cordial 
welcome  which  had  been  meted  out  to  the  others.  Con 
broke  the  silence.  ^^^n-un 

"  I)ang  it !     That's  what  I  ses,  dang  it !     You'll  pardon 

me.    ladies    but   my    feelings   get    the   better  of  "^  ea  t 

.mes      I  don't  like  him.     Lablache-I   hates   him"  and 

ho   strode   out    of  the    room,  his  old   face    aflame    wit 

announce,    to  discharge    the    hospitable   duties    ^f   the 

stratnedfy"""'"''  ''''"'  '""  ^^  ^^^'^^  '-'^h^d  con- 
"  Lablache  doesn't  seem  popular— here  " 
No  one  answered   his   remark.     Then  '  "  I'oker"    John 

looked  over  at  the  other  men.  ^ 

''We  must  go  and  help  to  put  his  horses  away  " 
There  was  no  suggestion  in  his  words,  merely  a  statement 

of  plain  facts.     .'Lord"  Bill  nodded  and  the  three  men 

rose  and  went  to  the  door 

"  If  that's  Lablache— I'm  off  to  bed." 

Abhn^   ^°"',  ""^^  °"'  °*   uncompromising  decision.     Mrs 
Abbot  was  less  assured. 

"Do  you  think  it  polite— wise?" 

wisdom""'  Wh?:^ '""'     ^''''  "'"^  ^^""^  P°"^^"ess  or 
wisdom.     What  do  you  say,  Mrs  Norton  ?  " 

;;  As  you  like,  Miss  Jacky.     I  must  stay  up,  or-" 

Ves — the  men  can  entertain  him." 

Just  then  Lablache's  voice  was  heard  outside.     It  was  a 

peculiar    guttural,  gasping  voice.     Aunt  Margaret    ooked 

smilingly.     Then  following  Jacky's  lead  she  passed  ud  the 
staircase  which  led  from  the  kitchen  to  the  rooms  abovt! 


i|l| 
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A  moment  later  the  door  opened  and  Ublache  and  the 
other  men  entered. 

"They've  gone  to  bed,"  said  Mrs  Norton,  in  answer  to 
•'  Poker  "  John's  look  of  inquiry. 

"Tired,  no  doubt,"  put  in  Lablache,  drily. 

"And  not  without  reason,  I  guess,"  retorted  "Poker" 
John,  sharply.     He  had  not  failed  to  note  the  other's  tone. 

Lablache  laughed  quietly,  but  his  keen,  rc^:^less  eyes  shot 
an  unpleasant  glance  at  the  speaker  from  beneath  their 
heavy  lids. 

He  was  a  burly  man.  In  bulk  he  was  of  much  the  same 
proportions  as  old  John  Allandale.  But  while  John  was 
big  with  the  weight  of  muscle  and  frame,  Lablache  was 
flabby  with  fat.  In  face  he  was  the  antithesis  of  the  other. 
Whilst  "Poker"  John  was  the  picture  of  florid  tanning- 
while  his  face,  although  perhaps  a  trifle  weak  in  its  lower 
formation,  was  bold,  honest,  and  redounding  with  kindly 
nature,  Lahlache's  was  bilious-looking  and  heavy  with 
obesity.  Whatever  character  was  there,  it  was  lost  in  the 
heavy  folds  of  flesh  with  which  it  was  wreathed.  His  jowl 
was  ponderous,  and  his  little  mouth  was  tightly  compressed, 
while  his  deep-sunken,  bilious  eyes  peered  from  between 
heavy,  lashless  lids. 

Such  was  Verner  Lablache,  the  wealthiest  man  of  the 
Foss  River  Settlen  ent.     He  owned  a  large  store  in  the 
place,  selling  farming  machinery  to  the  settlers  and  ranchers 
about.     His  business  was  always  done  on  credit,  for  which 
he  charged  exorbitant  rates   of  interest,   accepting  only 
first  mortgages  upon  crops  and  stock  as  security.     Besides 
this  he  represented  several  of  the  Calford  private  banks, 
which  many  people  said  were  really  owned  by  him,  and 
there  was  no  one  more  ready  to  lend  money— on  the  best 
of   security  and  the  highest   rate  of    interest— than   he. 
Should  the  borrower  fail  to  pay,  he  was  always  suavely 
ready  to  renew  the  loan  at  increased  interest— provided  the 
security  was  sound.    And,  ia  the  end,  every  ounce  of  his 
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pound  of  flesh,  plus  not  less  than  fifty  per  cent  int..r.... 
would  con^e  back  to  hitn.  After  Verner^rbLr  h  d  do 
with  h.m.  the  unfortunate  rancher  who  borrowed  generally 
.i.sappeared  from  the  neiKhhourhood.  Sometimes  thil 
man  .  ._  ..ms  were  never  heard  of  again.  Some^es  they 
were  d..srovered  dong  the  "chores  '  round  some  obscure 
farmers  house^  Anyway,  ranch,  crops,  stock-every  hi 
he  man  ever  had-wuuKi  have  passed  into  the  hands  of 
the  money-lender,  Lablache. 

Hard-headed  dcaler-money-grubber-as  Lablache  was 

would  h  ""'r"\  '"^  '""'  ''  '''^-'"^  ^---  l>im-no  one 
would  have  thought  it,  but  he  had.     And  at  least  two  of 

those  present  were  aware  of  his  secret.     He  was  inlove 

w,th  Jacky      That  is  to  say,  he  coveted  her-desVed  hT 

\  hen  Lab  ache  desired  anything  in  that  little  world  of  h^' 

hXl  '.'""'■f  "  '"^  ^'""''''^  ^^''  '"  'his  matter,  S 
had  h.therto  been  thwarted.  His  desire  had  increased  ur^ 
port,onately  He  was  annoycu  to  think  that  Jacky  had 
retired  at  h.s  coming.  He  was  in  no  way  blind  to  th. 
reason  of  her  sudden  departure,  but  beyond  his  first  rem  rk 

aL7to"r^  "^" " '''-'-  '^^^'^^^^  Hvrd 

"  Supper  ?— no,  thanks,  Norton.  But  if  you've  a  drnn  «f 
something  hot  I  can  do  with  that."  ^  °^ 

"  We've  gener'ly  got  somethin'  o'  that  about,"  replied  the 
old  man.     "  Whisky  or  rum  ?  "  repnea  the 

"Whisky,  man,  whisky.  I've  got  liver  enough  alreadv 
w.  hout  touchmg  rum."    Then  he  turned  to  "  Poker '>hn 

vo„  Th  T  't^  "'«^''  J°^"'  ^^^'"^h-  I  started  before 
you.  Thought  I  could  make  the  river  in  time.  I  wis 
completely  lost  on  the  other  side  of  the  creek.  ^  fencyThe 
storm  worked  up  from  that  direction."  ^ 

He  lumped  into  a  chair  close  beside  the  stove.    The 
others  had  already  seated  themselves. 


■  ir,  *<        "■ 
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Bill  drove  us  straight  here,"  said 


"  We  didn't  chance  it. 
"  Poker  "  John. 

"Guess  Bill  knew  something— he  generally  docs,"  as  an 
afterthought. 

"I  know  a  bliz/.ard  when  I  see  it,"  said  Hunning-Ford, 
indifferently. 

Lablache  sipped  his  whisky.  A  silence  fell  on  that 
gathering  of  refugees.  Mrs  Norton  had  cleared  the  supper 
things. 

"Well,  if  you  gents'll  excuse  me  I'll  go  back  to  bed. 
Old  Joe'll  look  after  you,"  she  said  abruptly.  "Good- 
night to  you  all." 

She  disappeared  up  the  staircase.  The  men  remained 
silent  for  a  moment  or  two.  They  were  getting  drowsy. 
Suddenly  Lablache  set  his  glass  down  and  looked  at  his 
watch. 

"  Four  o'clock,  gentlemen.  I  suppose,  Joe,  there  are  no 
beds  for  us."  The  old  farmer  shook  his  head.  "  What  say, 
John— Doc— a  little  game  until  breakfast  ?  " 

John  Allandale's  face  lit  up.  His  sohritjuet  was  no  idle 
one.  He  lived  for  poker— he  loved  it.  And  Unblache 
knew  it.  Old  John  turned  to  the  others.  His  right  cheek 
twitrh-d  as  he  waited  the  decision.  "  Doc  "  Abbot  smiled 
approval;  "Lord"  Bill  shrugged  indifferently.  The  old 
gambler  rose  to  his  feet. 

"That's  all  right,  then.  The  kitchen  table  is  good 
enough  for  us.     Come  along,  gentlemen." 

"  I'll  slide  off  to  bed,  I  guess,"  said  Norton,  thankful  to 
escape  a  night's  vigil.     "Good  night,  gentlemen." 

Then  the  remaining  four  sat  down  to  play. 

The  far-reaching  consequences  of  that  game  were 
undreamt  of  by  the  players,  except,  perhaps,  by  Lablache. 
His  story  of  the  reason  of  his  return  to  Norton's  farm  was 
only  partially  true.  He  had  retur  d  in  the  hopes  of  this 
meeting ;  he  had  anticipated  this  game. 
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CHAPTER  III 

A  BIG  GAME  OF  POKBR 

uuM^   ""h:']*''   r  ■"""?•'"    B''"™"8-Ford    replied 

UrVH'""  "''°  '"""^''  '"  ">=  «'«"  "ithout  them  ■•  said 
Ur  Abbot,   producing,  a  couple  of  new  packs   from  1 
pocket,  "either  does  no,  know'his  counl/o,  L  a  "c.  ^^ 

of  superstition."  ^  victim 

No  one  seemed  inclined  to  refute  the  doctor's  sr;,f.m«  . 
or  enter  into  a  discussion  upon  the  ma  tt  Instead  each 
drew  out  a  small  memorandum  block  and  penS-l  s'e 
mdication  of  a  "  big  game."  pencil— a  sure 

"Limit?"  asked  the  doctor. 

.^3whr^:t;:"^-:f^^'---. 

"What  do  the  others  say?" 

lig°"o]t:r.p""Th     "''  ™^^^/-«sleamed  in  the 

ufdicated  h  s  fameof  mind     ur,  T"''"',  "'  *^  ^'^="= 
Uf^hi,.A  ^u  1  Labhiche  smi  ed  to  himself 

oehind  the  wooden  expression  of  his  face. 
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"Twenty  dollars  call  for  fifty.     Limit  the  bet  to  three 

Let  us  have  a  regulation  '  ante.'     No  '  straddlin<^ ' " 

Dosed'ILT  '  "'°"''"'''  ''''"'^^-     "  P^'^^^  "  J°hn  had  pro- 
posed the  biggest  game  they  had  yet  pL  v.  d.     He  would 

have  suggested  no  limit,  but  this  he  i     .•  .vo.ld  H    Zfn 

favour  of  Lablache,  whose  resources  ^  ^re  v .st  ~ 

John  glanced  over  from  the  mone;      u  Jer  to  du  doctor 

sTdted^'^h"  ^^"""'"^^-^''-^  --  ^he  mosc  to  be  c^n 
s.dcrcd.  rhe.r  resources  were  very  limited.  The  old 
man  knew  that  the  doctor  was  one  of  fhose  careful  players 
who  w,3         ,,,^,y  ^^  ^,j^^  j^.^^^^^  ^^  ^  by  the  heLh 

o    he  stakes.     There  was  no  bluffing  the  doctor.      "  Lord  ' 
Bill  was  able  to  take  care  of  himself 

it  g7auiLr''  """'^  '"  '"''"  "''  «"--g-Ford.     "  Let 
Outwardly  Lablache   was   indifferent;    inwardly  he  ex- 

t'he:".^;.'"""^'"^"'"'^  ^"'^'^'^^-  ^^  ^he  height  of 
The  four  men  relapsed  into  silence  as  they  cut  for  the 
deal.     It  was  an  education  in-  the  game  to  observe  elch 
-an  as  he.  metaphorically  speaking,  donned  his  mask  of 
.-passive   reserve.      As  the  game  progressed  any  one  of 

ho^e  four  men  might  have  been  a  graven  image  Is  far  as 
the  e.xpression  of  countenance  went      No  worH  1! 
beyond  "Raise  you  soandso-'-^^a^yrtht.'' ^sXt" 

of  life  and  death.     No  money  passed.     Just  slips  of  paper  • 
and^yet  any  one  of  those  fragments  represented  aTall' 

Sum^'nf^'''  ^"'^  u'""^'  '"'"'^'^  '"  ^"^  desultory  betting 
Sums  of  money  changed  hands  but  tnere  was  very  little  in 
It  Lablache  was  the  principal  loser.  Three  "  not  "  n 
succession  were  taken  by  John  Allandale,  but  their  a.gre 
gate  did  not  amount  to  half  the  limit  A  little  In  I  fu 
to  Bunning-Ford.     He  once  raised  Lablact  ;o\i;::  Hi^;! 
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The  money-lender  "saw"  him  and  lost.  Bill  promptly 
scooped  in  three  thousand  dollars.  The  doctor  was 
cautious.  He  had  lost  and  won  nothing.  Then  a  change 
came  over  the  game.  To  use  a  card-player's  expression,  the 
cards  were  beginning  to  "run." 

"Lord"  Bill  dealt.     Lablache  was  upon  his  right  and 
next  to  him  the  doctor. 

The  money-lender  picked  up  his  cards,  and  partially 
opemng  them  glanced  keenly  at  the  index  numerals.  His 
stohd  face  remained  unchanged.  The  doctor  glanced  at 
his  and  "came  in."  "Poker"  John  "came  in."  The 
dealer  remained  out.  The  doctor  drew  two  cards- 
"Poker"  John,  one;  Lablache  drew  one.  The  veteran 
rancher  held  four  nines.  "Lord"  Bill  gathered  up  the 
"deadwood,"  and,  propping  his  face  upon  his  hands 
watched  the  betting. 

It  was  the  doctor's  bet ;  he  cautiously  dropped  out.  He 
had  an  mkling  of  the  way  things  were  going  "Poker" 
John  opened  the  ball  with  five  hundred  dollars.  He  had 
a  good  thing  and  he  did  not  want  to  frighten  his  opponent 
by  a  plunge.  He  would  leave  it  to  Lablache  to  start 
raising,  i  he  money-lender  raised  him  one  thousand  Old 
John  sniffed  with  the  appreciation  of  an  old  war-horse  at 
the  scent  of  battle.  The  nervous,  twitching  cheek  re- 
mained unmoved.  The  old  gambler  in  him  rose 
uppermost. 

He  leisurely  saw  the  thousand,  and  raised  another  five 
hundred.  Lablache  allowed  his  fishy  eyes  to  flash  in  the 
direction  of  his  opponent.  A  moment  after  he  raised 
another  thousand.  The  gamble  was  becoming  interesting 
ihe  two  onlookers  were  consumed  with  the  lust  of  play 
They  forgot  that  in  the  result  they  would  not  be  partici- 
pants. Old  John's  face  lost  something  of  its  impassivity 
as  he  m  turn  raised  to  the  limit.  Lablache  eased  his  great 
body  in  his  chair.  His  little  mouth  was  very  tightly 
clenched.     His  breathing,  at  all  times  stertorous,  was  like 
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the  breathing  of  an  asthmatical  pig.     He  saw  and  :,a.i,. 

It  was  old  Johns  turn.     The  doctor  and  "Lord"  Bill 
waited  anxously.      The   nlH   rin.v, 

wealthv.  They  felt  assured  thirH  "I?  '"^"'^'^  "^""y 
off.  k'  •  ^  assured  that  he  would  not  back  down 
after  having  gone  so  far.  In  their  hearts  they  both  wishid 
to  see  him  reheve  Lablache  of  a  lot  of  money 

'«Poker""foh  '"'  '"'  "°  '''''■  '^h^^^^-r  his  faults 
Poker  John  was  a  "dead  gan,e  sport."  He  dashed  a 
shp  ol  paper  ,nto  the  ^ool.  The  keen  eyes  wa  ching  read 
four  thousand  dollars  "  scrawled  upon  it.  He  had  a'in 
ra>sed  to  the  limit.  It  was  now  Lablache's  turn  to  acW 
or  refuse  the  challenge.  The  onlookers  were  not  so  sure  o 
the  money-lender.     Would  he  accept  or  not  ? 

flesh  Tln'^T^'  ""  "  ''''  "'"^  °f  ^^^^  '"^""'"ent  of 
flesh.     He  knew  for  certam  that  he  held  the  winning  cards 

How  he  knew  u  would  be  impossible  to  say.     And  vet  he 

hesitated.     Perhaps  he  knew  the  limits  of  John  A  landale's 

in  the  pool ,  perhaps,  even,  he  had  ulterior  motives      What 
ever  he  cause,  as  he  passed  a  slip  of  paper  into    he  pool' 
merely  seeing  his  opponent,  his  face  gave'no  outward  sign 
of  what  was  passing  in  the  brain  behind  it.  ^ 

Old  John  laid  down  his  hand. 

"Four  nines,"  he  said  quietly. 

"Not  good  enough,"  retorted  Lablache;  "four  kinss  " 
And  he  spread  his  cards  out  upon  the  table  before  hi^^and 
swept  up  the  pile  of  papers  which  represented  his  w^n 

A  sigh,  as  of  relief  to  pent-up  feelings,  escaped  the  two 

word  and  his  face  betrayed  no  thought  or  regret  that  might 

money.     He  merely  glanced  over  at  the  money-lender. 
Your  deal,  Lablache,"  he  said  quietly. 
Lablache  took  the  cards  and  a  fresh  deal  went  round. 
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Now  the  game  became  one-sided.     With  that  one  large  pull 
the  money-lender's  luck  seemed  to  have  set  in.     Seemingly 
he  could  do  no  wrong.     If  he  drew  to  "three  of  a  kind," 
he  invariably  filled;  if  to  a  "pair,"  he  generally  secured  a 
third ;  once,  indeed,  he  drew  to  jack,  queen,  king  of  a  suit 
and  completed  a  "  royal  flush."    His  luck  was  phenomenal. 
The  other  men's  luck  seemed  "dead  out."    Bunning-Ford 
and  the  doctor  could  get  no  hands  at  all,  and  thus  they  were 
saved  heavy  losses.     Occasionally,  even,  the  doctor  raked 
in  a  few  "antes."    But  John  AUandale  could  do  nothing 
right.     He  was  always  drawing  tolerable  cards— just  good 
enough  to  lose  with.    Until,  by  the  time  daylight  came,  he 
had  lost  so  heavily  that  his  two  friends  were  eagerly  seeking 
an  excuse  to  break  up  the  game. 

At  last  "  Lord  "  Bill  effected  this  purpose,  but  at  consider- 
able loss  to  himself.  He  had  a  fairly  good  hand,  but  not, 
as  he  knew,  sufficiently  good  to  v/in  with.  Lablache  and 
he  were  left  in.  The  money-lender  had  in  one  plunge 
raised  the  bet  to  the  "limit."  Bill  knew  that  he  ought  to 
drop  out,  but,  instead  of  so  doing,  he  saw  his  opponent. 
He  lost  the  "pot." 

"Thank  you,  gentlemen,"  he  said,  quietly  rising  from  the 
table,  "my  losses  are  sufficient  for  one  night.  I  have 
finished.  It  is  daylight  and  the  storm  is  '  letting  up  '  some- 
what." 

He  turned  as  he  spoke,  and,  glancing  at  the  staircase,  saw 

Jacky  standing  at  the  top  of  it.     How  long  she  had  been 

standing  there  he  did  not  know.     He  felt  certain,  although 

she  gave  no  sign,  that  she  had  heard  what  he  had  just  said. 

"  Poker  "  John  saw  her  too. 

"Why,  Jacky,  what  means  this  early  rising  ?"  said  the  old 
man,  kindly.     "  Too  tired  last  night  to  sleep  ?  " 

"No,  uncle.  Guess  I  slept  all  right.  The  wind's 
dropping  fast.  I  take  it  it'll  be  blowing  great  guns  again 
before  long.  This  is  our  chance  to  make  the  ranch."  She 
had  been  an  observer  of  the  finish  of  the  game.     She 
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had  heard  Bill's  remarks  on  his  loss,  and  yet  not  by  a  single 
word  did  she  betray  her  knowledge.  Inwardly  she  railed 
at  herself  for  having  gone  to  bed.  She  wondered  how  it 
had  fared  with  her  uncle. 

Bunning-Ford  left  the  room.     Somehow  he  felt  that  he 
must  get  away  from  the  steady  gaze  of  those  grey  eyes. 

He  knew  how  Jacky  dreaded,  for  her  uncle's  sake,  the  game 
hey  had  just  been  playing.     He  wondered,  as  he  went  to 

test  the  weather,  what  she  would  have  thought  had  she 

known  the  stakes,  or  the  extent  of  her  uncle's  losses.     He 

hoped  she  was  not  aware  of  these  facts. 

"You  look  tired,  Uncle  John,"  said  the  girl,  solicitously. 

Lablache.     "  Have  you  had  no  sleep  ?  " 
"  Poker  "  John  laughed  a  little  uneasily. 
"  Sleep,  child  ?     We  old  birds  of  the  prairie  can  do  with 
very  httle  of  that.     It's  only  pretty  faces  that  want  sleep, 
and  I  m  thmking  you  ought  still  to  be  in  your  bed  " 

"  Miss  Jacky  is  ever  on  the  alert  to  take  advantage  of  the 
elements,  put  m  Lablache,  heavily.  "  She  seems  to  under- 
stand these  things  better  than  any  of  us." 

The  girl  was  forced  to  notice  the  money-lender.  She  did 
so  reluctantly,  however.  one  am 

"So  you.  too  sought  shelter  from  the  storm  beneath  old 
man  Norton's  hospitable  roof.     You  are  dead  right,  Mr 
Lablache ;  we  who  live  on  the  prairie  need  to  be  ever  on  the 
alert     Qrie  never  knows  what  each  hour  may  bring  forth  " 
The  girl  was  still  in  her  ball-dress.     Lablache's  fishy  eyes 
noticed  her  charming  appearance.     The  strong,  beautiful 
face  sent  a  thrill  of  delight  over  him  as  he  watched  it-the 
delicate  rounded   shoulders  made  him  suck  in  his  heavy 
breath   like  one  who  anticipates  a   delicate  dish.     Jackv 
turned  from  him  in  plainly-expressed  disgust 

Her  uncle  was   watching  her  with  a  gaze   half  uneasy 
aiid  wholly  tender.     She  was  the  delight  of  his  old  age 
the  centre  of  ali  his  aifections.  this  motherless  child  of  his 


I 


30    THE  STORY  OF  THE  FOSS  RIVER  RANCH 

dead  brother.  His  cheek  twitched  painfully  as  he  thought 
of  the  huge  amount  of  his  losings  to  Lablache.  He 
shivered  perceptibly  as  he  rose  from  his  seat  and  went 
over  to  the  cooking  stove. 

"I  believe  you  people  have  let  the  stove  out," the  girl  ex- 
claimed, as  she  noted  her  uncle's  movement.  She  had  no 
intention  of  mentioning  the  game  they  had  been  playing. 
She  feared  to  hear  the  facts.  Instinct  told  her  that  her 
uncle  had  lost  again.  "Yes,  I  declare  you  have,"  as  she 
knelt  before  the  grate  and  raked  away  at  the  ashes. 
Suddenly  she  turned  to  the  money-lender. 
"  Here,  you,  fetch  me  some  wood  and  coal-oil.  Men 
can  never  be  trusted." 

Jacky  was  no  respecter  of  persons.  When  she  ordered 
there  were  few  men  on  the  prairie  who  would  refuse  to  obey. 
Lablache  heaved  his  great  bulk  from  before  the  table  and 
got  on  to  his  feei.  His  bilious  eyes  were  struggling  to 
smile.  The  effect  was  horrible.  Then  he  moved  across 
the  room  to  where  a  stack  of  kindling  stood. 

"  Hurry  up.  I  guess  if  we  depended  much  on  you  we'd 
freeze." 

And  Lablache,  the  hardest,  most  unscrupulous  man  for 
miles  around,  endeavoured  to  obey  with  the  alacrity  of  any 
sheep-dog.  ^ 

In  spite  of  himself  John  Allandale  could  not  refrain 
from  smiling  at  the  grotesque  picture  the  monumental 
Lablache  made  as  he  lumbered  towards  the  stack  of 
kindling. 

When  «'  Lord"  Bill  returned  Lablache  was  bending  over 
the  stove  beside  the  girl. 

"I've  thrown  the  harness  on  the  horses-watered  and 
fed    em,"  he  said,   taking   in   the  situation  at  a  glance 
"Say,  Doc,"  turning  to  Abbot,  "better  rouse  your  good 
lady.  " 

"She'll  be  down  in  a  tick,"  said  Jacky,  over  her  shoulder. 
Here,  doctor,  you  might  get  a  kettle  of  water— and  Bill, 


A  BIG  GAME  OF  POKER  3, 

see  if  you  can  find  some  bacon  or  stuff.     And  you,  uncle, 
come  and  sit  by  the  stove— you're  cold." 

Strange  is  the  power  and  fascination  of  woman.  A 
look— a  glance— a  simple  word  and  we  men  hasten  to 
minister  to  her  requirements.  Half  an  hour  ago  and  all 
these  men  were  playing  for  fortunes— dealing  in  thousands 
of  dollars  on  the  turn  of  a  card,  *he  passion  for  besting 
his  neighbour  uppermost  in  each  man's  mind.  Now  they 
were  humbly  doing  one  girl's  bidding  with  a  zest  un- 
surpassed by  the  devotion  to  their  recent  gamble. 

She  treated  them  indiscriminately.  Old  or  young,  there 
was  no  difference.  Bunning-Ford  she  liked  —  Dr 
Abbot  she  liked— Lablachc  she  hated  and  despised, 
still  she  allotted  them  their  tasks  with  perfect  im' 
partiality.  Only  her  old  uncle  she  treated  differently. 
That  dear,  degenerate  old  man  she  loved  with  an  affection 
which  knew  no  bounds.  He  was  her  all  in  the  world 
Whatever  his  sins— whatever  his  faults,  she  loved  him. 
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CHAPTER    IV 

AT  -HE  FOSS  RIVI  .  RANCH 

Spring  is  already  upon  the  prairie.  The  fur  coat  has 
already  been  exchanged  for  the  pea-jacket.  No  bnge 
IS  the  fur  cap  crushed  down  upon  the  head  and  drawn 
over  the  ears  until  little  more  than  the  oval  of  the  face 
IS  exposed  to  the  elements;  it  is  still  worn  occasionaUv 
but  now  ,t  rests  upon  the  head  with  the  jaunty  cant  of 
an  ordinary  headgear.  '  °* 

lia  M  I  '^'  ""'^  '''  hind-quarters  towards  the 
whf h  .K  f'  ''""^^  ^^^^'"S  °"  the  patches  of  grass 
wh  ch  the  meltmg  snow  has  placed  at  his  disposal.   'The 

d  iftddt'Vh   "'  •'"  ''  ''''   '^'  ^'^-^^  t^'^' 
neiaot  fodder     When  spnng  sets  in  in  the  great  North- 

West  It  :s  with  no  show  of  reluctance  that  grim  wbter 

yields  Its  claims  and  makes  way  for  its  gracious  and  all 

conquering  foe.     Spring  is  upon  everytl^ng  ^^all  the" 

characteristic  suddenness  of  the   Canadian^  climate       A 

week        ,,„e  seven  days-and  where  all  before  had  beet 

cheerless  wastes  of  snow  and  ice,  we  have  the  promtse 

swe  p  o7:  .Teh  ^'^'^  ^"^"  ''^^PP^^-  -  -^th"  e 
sweep  of  a  "chinook"  in  winter.     The  brown    saturaf^H 

tell  of  hi  t  "f  ''""'  ^°"  ^'^^  y^"°"^^h  tinge  which 
tells  of  breaking  leaves.  Rivers  begin  to  flow  Their 
.cy  coatings,  melting  in  the  growing  warmth  of  the  sun 

'  ^h  thf  "7  °"^?  '"^^^  '^  ^^-^  -t"-'  element      ' 
With  the  advent  of  spring  comes  a  rush  of  duties  to 
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those  whose  interests  are  centred  in  the  breeding  of  cattle 
The  Foss  R.yer  Settlement  is  already  teeming  with  life 

Ground  u.''^'^'  "  ''*  ^^°^"  ''  *^^  S-^  ^Fi  g 
from  ^^Vk  ?•  "'  «"««>bling  the  "cow-punchers" 
from  aU  the  out  y,ng  ranches,  gathering  under  the  com- 
mand of  a  captam  (generally  a  man  elected  for  his  vast 

scouTr:"  -'  '"''^^  ^"'  '"^'^'"^  ''^'^^  preparation   to 

Jerv  limt^l/TK  T  *°^''"^'  ^°'^^   ^"^  «°'^h.  to  the 
very  hmus  of  the  far-reaching  plans  which  spread  their 

rolhng  pastures  at  the  eastern  base  of  the  Rockies.     Every 
River  Settlement  and  thence  will  be  distributed  to  its 

rlTsrof  ?'^  ."   '"^   ^'^  '^^^"°-S  of  the  wor 
wLe    br In  .A         k'"^  ""^"^  '"^  re-branding  cattle 

Timer  month  '  "^^  °^^'"^^^  ^"""^  ^h'    long 

winter  months  is  a  process  of  no  small   magnitude  for 
those  who  number  their  stocks  by  tens  of  thousands. 

At  John  Allandale's  ranch  all  is  orderly  bustle.     There 
IS  no  confusion.     Under  Jacky's  administration    he  wo^ 

n   order  %  J.    '  T  '^'  '°"^'^  ^°  ^^P^'^  *"d  to  be  put 
in  order.    Sheds   and  out-buildings  to  be  whitewashed 

be"  retaLT"''"  ^°  '^  "'  '"  ^°^^'"^  -^-'  ^-^^to 
be  repaired    preparations  for  seedir  ^  to  commence     a 

thousand  and  one  things  to  be  seen  to;  and  all  Twhich 
must  be  finished  before  the  first  "bands"  of  cattle  are 
rounded  up  into  the  settlement. 
It  is  nearly  a  month  since  we  saw  this  daughter  of  the 

TcliraT^r  '';/^^"^  '"°^^'  ^"^"^'"g  the  Polo  Ban 
at  Calford  and  widely  different  is  her  appearance  now 
from  what  it  was  at  the  time  of  our  introduction  to  her 

She  ,s  retummg  from  an  inspection  of  the  wire  fencing 
of  the  home  pastures.     She  is  riding  her  favourite  horse 
Nigger,   up  the  gentle  slope  which   leads  to  her  unc  e^ 

her  no>v-and,  perhaps,  it  is  a  matter  not  to  be  regretted 
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She  sits  her  horse  with  the  easy  grace  of  a  childhood'i 
experience.     Her   habit,   J  such   it  can   be   called    is  a 
"dungaree"  skirt  of  a  hardly  recognisable  blue,  so  washed 
out  IS  It,  surmounted   by  a  beautifully  beaded  buckskin 
shirt.     Loosely  encircling  her  waist,  and  resting  upon  her 
hips,  IS  a  cartridge  belt,  upon  which  is  slung  the  holster  of 
a  heavy  revolver,  a  weapon  without  which  she  never  moves 
abroad.     Her  head  is  crowned  by  a  Stetson  hat,  secured  in 
true  praine  fashion  by  a  strap  which  passes  under  her  hair 
at  the  back,  while  her  beautiful  hair  itself  falls  in  heavy 
ringlets  over  her  shoulders,  and  waves  untrammelled  in  the 
fresh  spring  breeze  as  her  somewhat  unruly  charger  galloos 
up  the  hill  towards  the  ranch. 

The  great  black  horse  was  heading  for  the  stable. 
Jacky  leant  over  to  one  side  and  swung  him  sharply 
towards  the  house.  At  the  verandah  she  pulled  him  up 
short.  High  mettled,  headstrong  as  the  animal  was  he 
knew  his  mistress.  Tricks  which  he  wouU!  often  attempt 
to  practise  upon  other  people  were  useles.«.  rare—doubt- 
less she  had  taught  him  that  such  was  the  case. 

The  girl  sprang,  unaided,  to  the  ground  and  hitched  her 
picket  rope  to  a  tying-post.  For  a  moment  she  stood  on 
the  great  verandah  which  ran  down  the  whole  length  of 
the  house  front.  It  was  a  one-storied,  bungalow-shaped 
house,  built  with  a  high  pitch  to  the  roof  and  entirely 
constructed  of  the  finest  red  pine-wood.  Six  French 
wmdows  opened  on  to  the  verandah.  The  outlook  was 
westerly,  and,  contrary  to  the  usual  custom,  the  ranch 
buildings  were  not  overlooked  by  it.  The  corrals  and 
stables  were  in  the  background. 

She  was  about  to  turn  in  at  one  of  the  windows  when 
she  suddenly  observed  Nigger's  ears  cocked,  and  his  head 
turned  away  towards  the  shimmering  peaks  of  the  distant 
mountams.  The  movement  fixed  her  attention  instantly 
It  was  the  instinct  of  one  who  lives  in  ?  country  where  the 
eyes  and  ears  of  a  horse  are  often  keener  and  more  far- 
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reaching  than  those  of  its  human  masters.  The  horse  was 
gazing  with  statuesque  fixedness  across  a  waste  of  pariially- 
nKJted  snow.  A  stretch  of  ten  miles  lay  flat  and  smooth 
as  a  billiard-table  at  the  foot  of  the  rise  upon  which  the 
house  was  built.  And  far  out  across  this  the  beast  was 
gazing. 

Jacky  shaded  her  eyes  with  her  hand  and  followed  the 
direction  of  the  horse's  gaze.  For  a  moment  or  two  she 
saw  nothing  but  the  dazzling  glare  of  the  snow  in  the  bright 
spring  sunlight.  Then  her  eyes  became  accustomed  to 
the  brilliancy,  and,  far  in  the  distance,  she  beheld  an 
animal  peacefully  moving  along  from  patch  to  patch  of 
bare  grass,  evidently  in  search  of  fodder. 

"A  horse,"  she  muttered,  under  her  breath.     "Whose?" 

She  could  find  no  answer  to  her  monosyllabic  inquiry. 
She  realised  at  once  that  to  whomsoever  it  belonged 
its  owner  would  never  recover  it,  for  it  was  grazing 
on  the  far  side  of  the  great  "Muskeg,"  that  mighty 
bottomless  mire  which  extends  for  forty  miles  north  and 
south  and  whose  narrowest  breadth  is  a  span  of  ten  miles. 
She  was  looking  across  it  now,  and  innocent  enough  that 
level  plain  of  terror  appeared  at  that  moment.  And  yet  it 
was  the  curse  of  the  ranching  district,  for,  annually, 
hundreds  of  cattle  met  an  untimely  death  in  its  cruel, 
absorbing  bosom. 

She  turned  away  for  the  purpose  of  fetching  a  pair  of 
field-glasses.  She  was  anxious  to  identify  the  horse.  She 
passed  along  the  verandah  towards  the  furthest  window. 
It  was  the  window  of  her  uncle's  offi  :e.  Just  as  she  was 
nearing  it  she  heard  the  sound  of  voices  coming  from  within. 
She  paused,  and  an  ominous  pucker  drew  her  brows  to- 
gether. Her  beautiful  dark  face  clouded.  She  had  no  wish 
to  play  the  part  of  an  eavesdropper,  but  she  had  recognised 
the  voices  of  her  uncle  and  Lablache.  She  had  also  heard 
the  mention  of  her  own  name.  What  woman,  or,  for  that 
matter,  man,  can  refrain  from  listening  when  they  hear  two 
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people  talking  about  them.     The  window  was  open :  Tacky 

paused— and  listened.  ^     '  ^    ^ 

Lablache't  thick  voice  lolled  heavily  upon  the  brisk 

"She  is  «  good  girl.    But  don't  you   think  you   are 
considering  her  future  from  a  rather  selfish  point  of  view. 

"Selfish ? •'  The  old  man  laughed  in  hi.  hearty  manner 
Ma)  be  you're  nght.  though.  I  never  thought  of  that 
\ou.ec  I  m  getting  old  now.  I  can't  get  around  like  I 
used  to.  Bless  me,  she's  two  -  an' -  twenty.  Three -and- 
twenty  years  since  my  brother  Dick-God  rest  his  souP- 
marned  that  half-breed  girl,  Josie.  Yes.  I  guess  you're 
right,  she:  s  bound  to  marry  soon." 
Jacky  smiled  a  curious  dark  smile.     Something  told  her 

'   o  wf     r     ^"*^  ^''  """'"  *"^  discussing  her  future. 

Why.  of  course  she  is,"  said  Lablache,  "  and  when  that 
happy  event  is  accomplished  I  hope  it  will  not  be  with  any 
improvident— harum-scarum  man  like— like— " 
^^••The  Hon.    Bunning-Ford  I  suppose  you   would  say. 

There  was  a  somewhat  sharp  tone  in  the  old  man's  voice 
which  Jacicy  was  not  slow  to  detect. 

"Well,''  went   on    Lablache,   with   one  of  those  deep 
wlnsthng  h     ..IS  which  made  him  so  like  an  ancient  pug^ 
since  you  n.ention  him,  for  want  of  a  better  specimen  of 
improvidence,  his  name  will  do." 

"So  I  thought-so  I  thought,"  laughed  the  old  man. 
But  his  words  rang  strangely.  ••  Most  people  think  "  he 
Ton't.""'  "'•'''^'^'^"  ^  ^'^  J^'^y  ''"I  be  rich.     But  she 

"No,"  replied  Lablache,  emphatically. 

There  was  a  world  of  meaning  in  his  tone. 

"  However,  I  guess  we  can  let  her  hunt  around  for 
herself  when  she  wants  a  husband.  Jacky's  a  girl  with  a 
head.    A  sight    better  head  than   I've  got  op  my  old 
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shoulders.  When  she  chooses  a  husband,  and  comes  and 
tens  me  of  it,  she  shall  have  my  blessing  and  anything  else 
I  have  to  give.  I'm  not  going  to  interfere  with  that  girl's 
matrimonial  affairs,  sir,  not  for  anyone.  That  child,  bless 
her  heart,  is  like  my  own  child  to  me.  If  she  wants  the 
moon,  and  there's  nothing  else  to  stop  her  having  it  but  my 
consent,  why,  I  guess  that  moon's  as  good  as  fenced  in  with 
triple -barbed  wire  an'  registered  in  her  name  in  the 
Government  I^nd  Office." 

"And  in  the  meantime  you  are  going  to  make  that  same 
child  work  for  her  daily  bread  like  any' hired  man,'  and 
keep  company  with  any  scoun— " 

"Hi,  stop  there,  Lablache !  Stop  there,"  thundered 
"  Poker"  John,  and  Jacky  heard  a  thud  as  of  a  fist  falling 
upon  the  table.  "You've  taken  the  unwarrantable  liberty 
of  poking  your  nose  into  my  afTairs,  and,  because  of  our  old 
acquaintance,  I  have  allowed  it.      But  now  let  me  tell  you 

this  IS  no  d d  business  of  yours.     There's  no  make  with 

Jacky.     What  she  does,  she  does  of  her  own  accord." 

At  that  moment  the  girl  in  question  walked  abruptly  in 
from  the  verandah.     She  had  heard  enough. 

"  Ah,  uncle,"  she  said,  smiling  tenderly  up  into  the  old 
man's  face,  "talking  of  me,  I  guess.  You  shouted  my 
name  just  as  I  was  coming  along.  Say,  I  want  the  field- 
glasses.     Where  are  they  ?  " 

Then  she  turned  on  Lablache  as  if  she  had  only  just 
become  aware  of  his  presence. 

"What,  Mr  Lablache,  you  here?  And  so  early,  too 
Guess  this  isn't  like  you.  How  is  your  store-that  temple 
of  wealth  and  high  interest— to  get  on  without  you  ?  How 
are  the  *  improvident '—« harum-scarums '  to  live  if  you 
are  not  present  to  minister  to  their  wants— upon  the  best 
of  security?"  Without  waiting  for  a  reply  the  girl  picked 
up  the  glasses  she  was  in  search  of  and  darted  out,  leaving 
Lablache  glaring  his  bilious-eyed  rage  after  her. 
"  Poker  "  John  stood  for  a  moment  a  picture  of  blank 
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surprise ;  then  he  burst  into  a  loud  guffaw  at  the  dis- 
comfited money-lender.  Jacky  heard  the  laugh  and 
smiled.  Then  she  passed  out  of  earshot  and  conceiurated 
her  attention  upon  the  distant  speck  of  animal  life. 

The  girl  stood  for  some  moments  surveying  the  creature 
as  it  moved  leisurely  along,  its  nose  well  down  amongst  the 
roots  of  the  tawny  grass,  seeking  out  the  tender  green 
shoots  of  the  new-born  pasture.  Then  she  closed  her 
glasses  and  her  thoughts  wandered  to  other  matters. 

The  gorgeous  landscape  was,  for  a  moment,  utterly  lost 
upon   her.     The  snowy  peaks  of  the  Rockies,  stretching 
far  as  the  eye  could  see  away  to  the  north  and  south,  like 
some  giant  fortification  set  up  to  defend  the  rolling  pastures 
of  the   prairie   from   the   ceaseless   attack   of  the  stormy 
Pacific  Ocean,  were  far  from  her  thoughts.     Her  eyes,  it  is 
true,  were  resting  on  the  level  flat  of  the  muskeg,  beyond 
the  grove  of  slender  pines  which  lined  the  approach  to  the 
house,  but  she  was  not  thinking  of  that.     No,  recollection 
was  struggling  back  through  two  years  of  a  busy  life,  to  a 
time  when,  for  a  brief  space,  she  had  watched  over  the 
welfare  of  another  than  her  uncle,  when  the  dark  native 
blood  which  flowed  plentifully  in  her  veins  had  asserted 
Itself,  and  a  nature  which  was  hers  had  refused  to  remain 
buried  beneath  a  superficial  European  training.     She  was 
thinking  of  a  man  who  had  formed  a  secret  part  of  her  life 
for  a  few  short  years,  when  she  had  allowed  her  heart  to 
dictate  a  course  for  her  actions  which  no  other  motive  but 
that  of  love  could  have  brought  about.     She  was  thinking 
of  Peter  Relief,  a  pretty  scoundreh  a  renowned  "  bad  man  » 
a  man  of  wild  and  reckless  daring.    He  had  been  the  terror 
of  the  countryside.     A  cattle-thief  who  feared  neither  man 
nor  devil;  a  man  who  for  twelve  months  and  more  had 
carried  his  life  in  his  hands,  the  sworn  enemy  of  law  and 
order,  but  who,  in  his  worst   moments,  had  never  been 
known  to  injure  a  poor  man  or  a  woman.     The  wild  blood 
of  the  half-hreed  that  was  in  her  had  been  stirred,  as  only 
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a  woman's  blood  can  be,  by  his  reckless  dealings,  his 
courage,  effrontery,  and  withal  his  wondrous  kindliness  of 
disposition.  She  was  thinking  of  this  man  now,  this  man 
whom  she  knew  to  be  numbered  amongst  the  countless 
victims  of  that  dreadful  mire.  And  what  had  conjured  this 
thought?  A  horse— a  horse  peacefully  grazing  far  out 
across  the  mire  in  the  direction  of  the  distant  hills  which 
she  knew  had  once  been  this  desperado's  home. 

Her  train  of  recollection  suddenly  became  broken,  and 
a  sigh  escaped  her  as  the  sound  of  her  uncle's  voice  fell 
upon  her  ears.  She  did  not  move,  however,  for  she  knew 
that  Lablache  was  with  him,  and  this  man  she  hated  with 
the  fiery  hatred  only  to  be  found  in  the  half-breeds  of  any 
native  race. 

"  I'm  sorry,  John,  we  can't  agree  on  the  point,"  Lablache 
was  saying  in  his  wheezy  voice,  as  the  two  men  stood  at 
the  other  end  of  the  verandah,  "but  I'm  quite  determined 
upon  the  matter  myself.  The  land  intersects  mine  and 
cuts  me  clean  off  from  the  railway  siding,  and  I  am  forced 
to  take  my  cattle  a  circle  of  neaily  fifteen  miles  to  ship 
them.  If  he  would  only  be  reasonable  and  allow  a  passage 
I  would  say  nothing.     I  will  force  him  to  sell." 

"  If  you  can,"  pui  in  the  rancher.  "  I  reckon  you've  got 
chilled  steel  to  deal  with  when  you  endeavour  to  '  force ' 
old  Joe  Norton  to  sell  the  finest  wheat  land  in  the  country." 
At  this  point  in  the  conversation  three  men  came  round 
from  the  back  of  the  house.  They  were  "  cow  "  hands 
belonging  to  the  ranch.  They  approached  Jacky  with  the 
easy  assurance  of  men  who  were  as  much  companions  as 
servants  of  their  mistress.  All  three,  however,  touched 
their  wide-brimmed  hats  in  unmistakable  respect.  They 
were  clad  in  buckskin  shirts  and  leather  "  chaps,"  and  each 
had  his  revolver  upon  his  hip.  The  girl  lost  the  rest  of  the 
conversation  between  her  uncle  and  Lablache,  for  her 
attention  was  turned  to  the  men. 

••  Well  ?  "  she  asked  shortly,  as  the  men  stood  before  her. 
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One  of  the  men,  a  tall,  lank  specimen  of  the  dark-skinned 
prairie  half-breed,  acted  as  spokesman. 

He  ejected  a  squirt  of  tobacco  juice  from  his  great,  dirty 
mouth  before  he  spoke.     Then  with  a  curious  backward 
jerk  of  the  head  he  blurted  out  a  stream  of  Western  jargon. 
"Say,  missie,"  he  exclaimed    in   a  high-pitched   nasal 
voice,  "  it  ain't  no  use  in  talkin',  ye  kent  put  no  tenderfoot 
t'  boss  the  round-up.     There's  them  all-fired  Donoghue  lot 
jest  sent  right  in  t'  say,  'cause,  I  s'pose,  they  reckon  as 
they're  the   high  muck-i-muck  o'  this  location,  that  that 
tarnation  Sim  Lory,  thar  head  man,  is  to  cap'  the  round- 
up.    Why,  he  ain't  cast  a  blamed  foot  on  the  prairie  sence 
he's  been  hyar.     An'  I'll  swear  he  don't  know  the  horn  o' 
his  saddle  from  a  monkey  stick.     Et  ain't  right,  missie,  an' 
us  fellers  t'  work  under  him  an'  all." 

His  address  came  to  an  abrupt  end,  and  he  gave  emphasis 
to  his  words  by  a  prolonged  expectoration.  Jacky,  her 
eyes  sparkling  with  anger,  was  quick  to  reply. 

"  Look  you  here,  Silas,  just  go  right  off  and  throw  your 
saddle  on  your  pony — " 
"Guess  it's  right  thar,  missie,"  the  man  interrupted. 
"Then  sling  off  as  fast  as  your  plug  can  lay  foot  to  the 
ground,  and  give  John  Allandale's  compliments  to  Jim 
Donoghue  and  say,  if  they  don't  send  a  capable  man,  since 
they've  been  appointed  to  find  the  '  captain,'  he'll  complain 
to  the  Association  and  insist  on  the  penalty  being  enforced. 
What,  do  they  take  us  for  a  lot  of  '  gophers '?  Sim  Lory, 
indeed  ;  why,  he's  not  fit  to  prise  weeds  with  a  two  tine 
hay  fork." 

The  men  went  off  hurriedly.  Their  mistress's  swift 
methods  of  dealing  with  matters  pleased  them.  Silas  was 
more  than  pleased  to  be  able  to  get  a  "  slant "  (to  use  his 
own  expression)  at  his  old  enemy,  Sim  Lory.  As  the  men 
departed  "  Poker  '  John  came  and  stood  beside  his  niece. 

"  What's  that  about  Sim  Lory,  Jacky  ?  " 

"They've  sent  him  to  run  this  'round-up.'" 
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"And?" 

"  Oil,  I  just  told  them  it  wouldn't  do,"  indifferently. 

Old  John  smiled. 

"In  those  words?" 

•'  Well,  no,  uncle,"  the  girl  said  with  a  responsive  smile. 
"But  they  needed  a  'jinning'  up.  I  sent  the  message  in 
your  name." 

The  old  man  shook  his  head,  but  his  indulgent  smile 
remained. 

"You'll  be  getting  me  into  serious  trouble  with  that 
impetuosity  of  yours,  Jacky,"  he  said  absently.  "But 
there— I  daresay  you  know  best." 

His  words  were  characteristic  of  him.     He  left  the  entire 
control  of  the  ranch  to  this  girl  of  two-and-twenty,  rely- 
ing implicitly  upon  her  judgment  in  all  things.     It  was  a 
strange  thing  to  do,  for  he  was  still  a  vigorous  man.     To 
look  at  him  was  to  make  oneself  wonder  at  the  reason. 
But  the  girl  accepted  the  responsibility  without  question. 
There  was  a   subtle  sympathy  between  uncle  and  niece. 
Sometimes  Jacky  would  gaze  up  into  '1  s  handsome  old  face 
and  something  in  the  twitching  cheek,  the  curiously-shaped 
mouth,  hidden  beneath  the  grey  moustache,  would  cause 
her  to  turn  away  with  a  sigh,  and,  with  stimulated  resolu- 
'  tion,  hurl  herself  into  the  arduous  labours  of  managing  the 
ranch.     What  she  read  in  that  dear,  honest  face  she  loved 
so  well  she  kept  locked  in  her  own  secret  heart,  and  never, 
by  word  or  act,  did  she  allow  herself  to  betray  it.     She  was 
absolute  mistress  of  the  Foss  River  Ranch  and  she  knew 
it.     Old  "  Poker"  John,  like  the  morphine  "  fiend,"  merely 
continued  to  keep  up  his  reputation  and  the  more  fully 
deserve  his  sobriquet.     His  mind,  his  character,  his  whole 
being  was  being  slowly  but  surely  absorbed  in  the  lust  of 
gambling. 

The  girl  laid  her  hand  upon  the  old  man's  arm. 

"Uncle— what  was  Lablache  talking  to  you  about?     I 
mean  when  I  came  for  the  field-glasses.-" 
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"  Poker  "  John  was  gazing  abstractedly  into  the  dense 
growth  of  pines  which  fringed  the  house.  He  pulled 
himself  together,  but  his  eyes  had  in  them  a  far-away 
look. 

"  Many  things,"  he  replied  evasively. 

"  Yes,  I  know,  dear,  but,"  bending  her  face  while  she 
removed  one  of  her  buckskin  gauntlets  from  her  hand, 
"I  mean  about  me.  You  two  were  discussing  me,  I 
know." 

She  turned  her  keen  grey  eyes  upon  her  relative  as  she 
finished  speaking.  The  old  man  turned  away.  He  felt 
that  those  eyes  were  reading  his  very  soul.  They  made 
him  uncomfortable. 

"Oh,  he  said  I  ought  not  to  Lt  you  associate  with 
certain  people." 

"  Why  ?  "  The  sharp  question  came  with  the  directness 
of  a  pistol-shot. 

"Well,  he  seemed  to  think  that  you  might  think  of 
marrying." 

"Ah,  and— " 

"  He  seemed  to  fancy  that  you,  being  impetuous,  might 
make  a  mistake  and  fall — " 

"In  love  with  the  wrong  man.  Yes,  I  understand;  and 
from  his  point  of  view,  if  ever  I  do  marry  it  will  undoubtedly 
be  the  wrong  man." 

And  the  girl  finished  up  with  a  mirthless  laugh. 

They  stood  for  some  moments  in  silence.  They  were 
both  thinking.  The  noise  from  the  corrals  behind  the 
house  reached  them.  The  steady  drip,  drip  of  the  water 
from  the  melting  snow  upon  the  roof  of  the  house  sounded 
loudly  as  it  fell  on  the  sodden  ground  beneath. 

"Uncle,  did  it  ever  strike  you  that  that  greasy  money- 
lender wants  to  marry  me  himself?" 

The  question  startled  John  Allandale  more  than  any- 
thing else  could  have  done.  He  turned  sharply  round  and 
faced  his  niece. 
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^^■•Marry  yo„.  Jacky?"  he  repeated.    "I  never  though. 

Thlrfl^th'  T^"'^  *"  ^°"  "■"""  ''"«  "»"=  ^■^• 
answer  '"°'"''  ""«"  °'  """""='  »  'he  girl's 

^^^And  do  you  really  think  that  he  wants  to   marry 

"I  don't  know  quite.     Perhaps  I  am  wrong,  uncie  an,< 
■ny  imagmat.on  has  run  away  with  me      Yes    I  1^  ,'■ 
thmk  he  wants  to  marry  me  "  '      ™°'«""'» 

^  Jhey  both  relapsed  into  silence.    Then  her  uncle  spoke 

came  and  gave  me-unsolici.ed,  mind-'' a  li'le  eager"v 
J_^^eta,led   account  of   Bunning-Ford',    circumst'nct 

.^r^r^dS-j-t?^n^- 

He  told  me  that  the  boy  had  heavy  mortgages  on  h., 
land  and  stock.  He  told  me  th-.t  .t  k  ^^^^^  °°  ^'^ 
xic  luiu  me  tnat  n  he  were  to  rpalisp 
to-morrow  there  would  be  little  or  nr,tK-  T  ..'^^^"^^ 
Everything  would  go  to  L:tmVSd^n^T^^^^^^^ 
that  he  has  gambled  his  ranch  away."  ' 

"And  he  told  this  to  you,  uncle  dear"  tj,«.„  .u  ■  , 
,»used  and  looked  far  out'ac^s "t  g  eat  muIkeT  t  he' 
abrupt  fashion  she  turned  again  .0  the'old  man    t.  u'cle ' 

2.b,ach"eP°"H     :"   "'\""'^'  ^°  ^°"  »=  ^-yWnTjo 
l^blache?    Has  he  any  hold  upon  you  ?  " 

T  J    ?n"""/,  ""'■'''  °f  ^n^io'y  in  her  voice  as  she  SDoke 

forTa  t„  !"'"' '°  «'"P  ^o-n^hing  of  her  meaning 

for  m  .  moment  his  eyes  took  on  „  egression  of  pain 
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Then  his  words  came  slowly,  as  from  one  who  is  not  sure 
of  what  he  is  saying. 

"  I  owe  him  some — money— yes — but — " 

"Poker?" 

The  question  was  jerked  viciously  from  the  girl's  lips. 
"Yes." 

Jacky  turned  slowly  away  until  her  eyes  rested  upon  the 
distant,  grazing  horse,  A  strange  restlessness  seemed  to  be 
upon  her.  She  was  fidgeting  with  the  gauntlet  which  she 
had  just  removed.  Then  slowly  her  right  hand  passed 
round  to  her  hip,  where  ic  rested  upon  the  butt  of  her 
revolver.  There  was  a  tight  drawnness  about  her  lips  and 
her  keen  grey  eyes  looked  as  though  gazing  into  space. 

"How  much?"  she  said  at  last,  breaking  the  heavy 
silence  which  had  followed  upon  her  uncle's  admission. 
Then  before  he  could  answer  she  went  on  deliberately :  "  But 
there— I  guess  it  don't  cut  any  figure.  Lablache  shall  be 
paid,  and  I  take  it  his  bill  of  interest  won't  amount  to  more 
than  we  can  pay    if  we're  put  to  it.     Poor  old  Bill  1 " 
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CHAPTER  V 

THE  "STRAY"  BEYOND  THE  MUSKEG 

The  Foss  River  Settlement  nestles  in  one  of  those  shallow 
hollows— scarcely  a  valley  and  which  yet  must  be  designated 
by  such  a  term— in  which  the  Canadian  North-West 
abounds. 

We  are  speaking  now  of  the  wilder  and  less-inhabited 
parts  of  the  great  country,  where  grain-growing  is  only 
incidental,  and  the  prevailing  industry  is  stock-raising. 
Where  the  land  gradually  rises  towards  the  maze-like  foot- 
hills before  the  mighty  crags  of  the  Rockies  themselves  be 
reached.  A  part  where  yet  is  to  be  heard  of  the  romantic 
crimes  of  the  cattle-raiders ;  a  part  to  where  civilisation  has^ 
already  turned  its  face,  but  where  civilisation  has  yet  to 
mature.  In  such  a  country  is  situate  the  Foss  River 
Settlement. 

The  settlement  itself  is  like  dozens  of  others  of  its  kind. 
There  is  the  school-house,  standing  by  itself,  apart  from 
other  buildings,  as  if  in  proud  distinction  for  its  classic 
vocation.  There  is  the  church,  or  rather  chapel,  where 
every  denomination  holds  its  services.  A  saloon,  where  - 
four  per  cent,  beer  and  prohibited  whisky  of  the  worst  de- 
scription is  openly  sold  over  the  bar;  where  you  can  buy 
poker  "chips  '  to  any  amount,  and  can  sit  down  and  play 
from  daylight  till  dark,  from  dark  to  daylight.  A  blacksmith 
and  wheelwright;  a  baker;  a  carpenter;  a  doctor  who  is 
also  a  druggist ;  a  store  where  one  can  buy  every  article  of 
dry  goods  at  exorbitant  prices— and  on  credit;  and  then, 
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besides  all  this  well  beyond  the  township  limit,  there  is  a 
half-breed  settlement,  a  place  which  even  to  this  day  is  a 
necessary  evil  and  a  constant  thorn  in  the  side  of  that  smart 
efficient  forcc-the  North-West  Mounted  Police 

Lablache's  store  stands  in  the  centre  of  the  settlement, 
facmgon  to  the  market-place-the  latter  a  vague,  undefined 
space  of  waste  ground  on  which  vendors  of  produce  are  wont 
to  draw  up  their  waggons.  The  store  is  a  massive  building 
of  great  extent.  Its  proportions  rise  superior  to  its  surround 
ings  as  If  to  mdicate  in  a  measure  its  owner's  worldly  status 
m  the  district.  It  is  built  entirely  of  stone,  and  roofed  with 
slate-the  only  building  of  such  co,,.truct:on  in  the 
settlement. 

A  wonderful  centre  of  business  is  Lablache's  store-the 
chief  one  for  a  radius  of  fifty  miles.  Nearly  the  whole 
building  IS  given  up  to  the  stocking  of  goods,  and  only  at 
the  back  of  the  building  is  to  be  found  a  small  office  which 
answers  the  multifarious  purposes  of  office,  parlour,  dinine- 
room,  smoking-room-in  short,  every  necessity  of  its  owner 
except  bedroom  which  occupies  a  mere  recess  partitioned 
off  by  thm  matchwood  boarding. 

Wealthy  as  Lablache  was  known  to  be  he  spent  little  or 
no  money  t.pon  himself  beyond  just  sufficient  to  purchase 
the  bare  necessities  of  life.     He  had  few  requirements 
which  could  not  be  satisfied  under  the  headings  of  tobacco 
and  food-both  of  which  he  indulged  himself  freely     The 
saloon  provided  the  latter,  and  as  for  the  former,  trade  price 
was  best  suited  to  his  inclinations,  and  so  he  drew  upon  his 
stock.   He  was  a  curious  man,  was  Verner  Lablache— a  man 
who  understood  the  golden  value  of  silence.     He  never 
even  spoke  of  his  nationality.     Foss  River  was  content  to 
call  him  curious— some  people  preferred  other  words  to 
express  their  opinion. 

Lablache  had  known  John  AUandale  for  years.  Who  in 
Foss  R.ver,  had  he  not  known  for  years  ?  Lablache  would 
have  hked  to  caU  old  John   his  friend,   but   somehow 
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"Poker"  John  had  never  responded  to  the  money-lender's 
advances.     Lablache  showed  no  resentment.     If  he  Tared 
at  all  he  was  careful  to  keep  his  feelings  hidden.    One  thine 
IS  certain  however,  he  allowed  himself  to  think  long  and 
often  of  old  John-and  his  household.    Often,  when  in  the 
deepest  stress  of  his  far-reaching  work,  he  would  heave  his 
great  bulk  back  in  his  chair  and  allow  those  fishy,  lashles 
sphinx-hke  eyes  of  his  to  gaze  out  of  his  window  in    he 
direction  of  the  Koss  R.ver  Ranch.     His  window  faced  in 
the  direction  of  John's  house,  which  was  plainly  visible  o^ 
the  slope  which  bounded  the  southern  side  of  the  settle- 
ment. 

And  so  it  came  about  a  few  days  later,  in  one  of  these 
digressions  of  thought,  that  the  money-lender,  gazing  out 

owards  the  ranch,  beheld  a  horseman  riding  ;iowly  up  to 
the  verandah  of  the  Allandaks'  house.  There  was  nothing 
ZnZr  '"  ^.I'.'r''^'"^'  '"^  '^^"  ^'»h^  "-'-d  his  atten! 

yes'  He  "r  '.  Tt  "^°  ''^  "^"^"^  expressionless 
Ford  '^'°°"'''^*^  '^'^  horseman  as  the  Hon.  Bunning- 

Hnlr*'^^'^^-  r?^  '^""^  °"  ^''  ""^^^l^'^g  chair,  and,  in 
doing  so,  kicked  over  a  paper-basket.  The  rapidi  y  of  h^ 
movement  was  hardly  to  be  expected  in  one  of  hfs  bullL 
His  thin  eyebrows  drew  together  in  an  ugly  frown. 

breal    '        '  ^'  '''"'^"  ^'  '^"""^"^'  "'^^^^  ^is  heavy 

He  hazarded  no  answer  to  his  own  question.     It  was 

an  wered  for  him.     He  saw  the  figure  of  a   woman  s^i 

out  on  to  the  verand..h.  ^ 

nf  I  M  7"^>'-'f  ^^^^  '■^^'^  ^^iftly  to  his  feet  and  took  a  pair 
of  field-glasses  from  their  ca.e.  Adjusting  them  he  a^Z 
long  and  earnestly  at  the  house  on  the  hill  ^ 

Jacky  was  talking  to  "Lord  "  Bill.  She  was  habited  in 
her  dungaree  skirt  and  buckskin  bodice.  Presently  bS 
dismounted  and  passed  into  the  ho-se 

Lablache  shut  his  glasses  with  a  snap  and  turned  away 
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from  the  window.    For  some  time  he  stood  gazing  straight 
before  h,m  and  .  swift  torrent  of  thought  flowed  through 

i,nH T   7"-    7^'"'  '^"^  '^'^  directness  of  one  whose 
mind  is  made  up.  he  went  over  to  a  small  safe  which  stood 

book'Th?  ;°"'"-    F-m  this  he  took  an  account 

book.    The  cover  bore  the  legend  "Private."    He  laid  it 

TnV^!  '  '"'''  ^°'  '°°^'  '"°'"^"»«'  bent  over  it  as  he 
scanned  its  pages. 

He  paused  at  an  account  headed  John  Allandale.     The 

£es  Thl'hT""'  ""''  ''''  '''^'^  ^°^^'""S  into  six 
figu  es.  The  balance  against  the  rancher  was  enormous. 
Lablache  gave  a  satisfied  grunt  as  he  turned  over  to 
another  account. 

.}nJf^~:,'^^^  '"°."^*'-    ^"'■^  ^'  '^"^  ^'-^y  °f  Doom,"  he  said 
slowly.    His  mouth  worked  with  a  cruel  smile. 
He  paused  at  the  account  of  Bunning-Ford. 
Hnn  !f  '^°y^  dol!ars-um.»  the  look  of  satisfac- 

ion  was  changed.     He  looked  less  pleased,  but  none  the 

less  cruel.     "Not  enough -let  me  see      HJc  ni/    •  ! 

fif*.,  ^u^        J  J  „  '*^"6"     'ei  me  see.     His  place  is  worth 

hlw  .r,    /  ^?""'-    ^'°'^  ""*"  thiny  thousand.    I 

Trus  and  Loan  Co."    He  smiled  significantly.    •■  This  bill 
of  sale  for  twenty  thousand  is  in  my  own  name.    Tola 

™^„"  M  "''""■    ^="  "'"■  "P  ^"0  '""'  """Id  »'i"  be  a 
margin.    No,  not  yet,  my  friend." 

tn^?'"*!?  *'  ^^  ""  P"' ''  "^y-    Then  he  walked 
rupereruse.'"""'"^-"""''  ""^  "''  =«"  -"<«"* 
"He  must  be  dealt  with  soon,"  he  muttered. 

crue"puTposr  ""''  ""  '°"""^"*^^  ^  ^°^^^  ^^  ^^^^  -^ 

W^^VJ^r"  '"^^  ""^f  ^  "^""'^  disposition  is  composed  ? 
Who  shall  penetrate  those  complex  feelings  which  go  to 

to  bc?""N"/  ''  'i!  ""^^  -n-iousness'knows  himself 

whereLre  of  T'"  ''''  "'""  ^'""^^'^  ^^"  *^"  ^^^  -^^  -"d 
wherefore  of  his  passions  and  motives.    It  is  a  matter 
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s^cTenc^nn', ''""'*"   ^'°'     ^'  ''  ^   "^^"^'   ^hich   neither 
science  nor  learning  can  tell  us  of.     Verner  Lablache  was 

possessed  of  all  that  prosperity  could  give  him.     He  was 
wealthy  beyond  the  dreams  of  avarice,  and  no  pleasure  which 
money  could  buy  was  beyond  his  reach.     He  knew,  only 
too  well,  that  when  the  moment  came,  and  he  wished  it,  he 
could  set  out  for  any  of  the  great  centres  of  fashion  and 
soce ty  and  there  purchase  for  himself  a  wife  who  would 
fulfil  the  requirements  of  the  most  fastidious.     In  his  own 
arrogant  mmd  he  went  further,  and  protested  that  he  could 
choase  whom  he  would  and  she  would  be  his.     But  this 
method  he  set  aside  as  too  simple,  and,  instead,  had  de- 
eded to  select  for  h.s  wife  a  girl  whom  he  had  watched 
grow  up  to  womanhood  from  the  first  day  that  she  had 
opened  her  great,  wondering  eyes  upon  the  world.     And 
thus  far  he  had  been  thwarted.     All  his  wealth  went  for 
nothing     The  wh.m  of  this  girl  he  had  chosen  was  more 
powerfu  in  this  matter  than  was  gold-the  gold  beloved. 
But  Lablache  was  not  the  man  to  sit  down  and  admit  of 
defeat;  he  meant  to  marry  Joaquina  AUandale  willy-nilly 
Love  was  impossible  to  such  a  man  as  he.     He  had  con- 
ceived an  absorbing  passion  for  her,  it  is  true,  but  love-as 
It  is  generally  understood-no.     He  was  not  a  young  man 
—the  victim  of  a  passion,  fierce  but   transient.     He  was 
matured  in  all  respects-in  mind  and  body.     His  passion 
was  lasting,  if  impure,  and  he  meant  to  take  to  himself  the 
girl-wife.     Nothing  should  stand  in  his  way. 
He  turned  back  to  his  desk,  but  not  to  work 
In  the  meantime  the  object  of  his  forcible  attentions  was 
holding  an   interesting   /e^e-a-fe/e  with    the    man    against 
whom  he  fostered  an  evil  purpose. 

Jacky  was  seated  at  a  table  in  the  pleasant  sitting-room 
of  her  uncles  house.  Spread  out  before  her  were  several 
open  stock  books,  from  which  she  was  endeavouring  to 
estimate  the  probable  number  of  "  beeves "  which  the 
early  spring  would  produce.     This  was  a  task  which  she 
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always  liked  to  do  herself  before  the  roundup  was  com- 
plete, so  as  the  easier  to  sort  the  animals  into  their  various 
pastures    when    they  should  come   in.     Her  visitor  was 
standmg  with  his  back  to  the  stove,  in  typical  Canadian 
fashion.     He  was  clad  in  a  pair  of  well-worn  chaps  drawn 
over  a  pair  of  moleskin  trousers,  and  wore  a  grey  tweed 
coat  and  waistcoat  over  a  soft  cotton  shirt,  of  the  "collar 
attached"    type.     As    he    stood    there   the   stoop  of  his 
shoulders  was  very  pronounced.     His  fair  hair  was  care- 
fully brushed,  and  although  his  face  was  slightly  weather- 
stained,  still,  it  was  quite  easy  to  imaj-ine  the  distinguished 
figure  he  would  be,  cl<id  in  all  the  solemn  pomp  of  broad- 
cloth  and   the  siik  glaze  of  fashionable   society  in   the 
neighbourhood  of  Bond  Street. 

The  girl  was  not  looking  at  her  books.  She  was  looking 
up  and  smiling  at  a  remark  Iier  companion  had  just  made 

"And  so  your  friend,  Pat  Nabob,  is  going  up  into  the 
mountains  after  gold.  Does  he  know  anything  about 
prospecting?"  ^       *» 

"  7  think  so— he's  had  some  experience."" 
Jacky  became  seriour.  She  rose  and  turned  to  the 
window,  which  commanded  a  perfect  view  of  the  distant 
peaks  of  the  Rockies,  towering  high  above  the  broad,  level 
expanse  of  the  great  muskeg.  With  her  back  still  turned 
to  him  she  fired  an  abrupt  question. 

"Say,  Bill,  guess  'Pickles'  has  some  other  reason  for 
this   mad  scheme.     What  is  it?    You  can't  tell  me  he's 
going  just  for  love  of  the  adventure  of  the  thing.    Now 
let's  hear  the  truth."  ' 

Unobserved  by  the  girl,  her  companion  shrugged  his 
shoulders. 

"  If  you  want  his  reasons  you'd  better  ask  him,  Tacky.     I 
can  only  surmise." 

"So  can  I."    Jacky  turned  sharply.     "I'll  tell  you  why 
he  s  going,  Bill,  and  you  can  bet  your  last  cent  I'm  right 
Lablache  is  at  the  bottom  of  it.     He's  at  the  bottom  of 
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everything  that  causes  people  to  leave  Foss  River.     He's  a 
blood-sucker." 

Bunning-Ford  nodded.  He  was  rarely  expansive. 
Moreover,  he  knew  he  could  add  nothing  to  wh.it  the 
girl  had  said.  She  expressed  his  sentiments  fully.  There 
was  a  pause.  Jacky  was  keenly  eyeing  the  tall,  thin  figure 
at  the  stove. 

"  Why  did  you  come  to  tell  me  of  this  ?  "  she  asked  at 
last. 

" Thought  you'd  like  to  know.     You  like  ' Pickles. '" 

"Yes — Bill,  you  are  thinking  of  going  with  him." 

Her  companion  laughed  uneasily.  This  girl  was  very 
keen. 

••  I  didn't  say  so." 

"No,  but  still  you  are  t  linking  of  doing  so.  See  here, 
Bill,  tell  me  all  about  it." 

Bill  coughed.  Then  he  turned,  and,  stooping,  shook  the 
ashes  from  the  stove  and  opened  the  damper. 

"  Beastly  cold  in  here,"  he  remarked  inconsequently. 

*'  Yes— but,  out  with  it." 

Bill  stood  up  and  turned  his  indolent  eyes  upon  his  in- 
terrogator. 

"I  wasn't  thinking  of  going— to  the  mountains." 
"Where  then?" 
"To  the  Yukon." 
"Ah!" 

In  spite  of  herself  the  girl  could  not  help  the  ex- 
clamation. 

"  Why  ?  "  she  went  on  a  moment  later. 

"Well,  if  you  must  have  it,  I  sha'n't  be  able  to  last  out 
this  summer— unless  a  stroke  of  luck  falls  to  my  share  " 

"Financially?" 

"  Financially." 

"Lablache?" 

"  Lablache— and  the  Calford  Trust  Co." 

••The  same  thing," with  conviction. 
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"  Exactly— the  same  thing.'* 
"  And  you  stand  ?  " 

"  V  Tr  *!^^'"*^''«^*  °"  'ny  mortgages  it  will  take  away 
every  head  of  fat  cattle  I  can  scrape  together,  and  then  I 
cannot  pay  Lablache  other  debts  which  fall  due  in  two 
weeks  t.me."  He  quietly  drew  out  his  tobacco-pouch  and 
mUed  a  cigarette  He  seemed  quite  indifferent  to  his 
difficulties  "  If  I  real.se  on  the  ranch  now  there'll  be  som-- 
ttlwrbe""-     ^^^^-"'^y^^^eendofthesumm. 

•^  I  suppose  you  mean  that  you  will  be  deeper  in  debt " 

He  smiled  m  his  own  peculiarly  lazy  fashion  as  he  held  a 
lighted  match  to  his  cigarette. 

"Just  so      I  shall  owe  Lablache  more,"  he  said,  between 
spasmodic  draws  at  his  tobacco. 

"  Lablache  has  wonderful  luck  at  cards  " 

"Yes,"  shortly. 

Jacky  returned  to  the  table  and  sat  down.  She  turned 
the  pages  of  a  stock  book  idly.  She  was  thinking  and  the 
expression  of  her  dark,  determined  little  face  indicated  the 
unpleasant  nature  of  her  thoughts.  Presently  she  looked 
up  and  encountered  the  steady  gaze  of  her  companion 
They  were  great  friends-these  two.  In  that  giance  each 
read  in  the  other's  mind  something  of  a  mutual  thought 
Jacky,  with  womanly  readiness,  put  part  of  it  into  words 

"  No  one  ever  seems  to  win  against  him.  Bill.  Guess  he 
makes  a  ste.idy  income  out  of  poker." 

The  man  nodded  and  gulped  down  a  deep  inhalation 
from  his  cigarette. 

"Wonderful  luck,"  the  girl  went  on. 

"Some  people  call  ,t  '  luck,' "  put  in  Bill,  quietly,  but 
with  a  curious  purse  of  the  lips. 

"What  do  you  call  it?"  sharply. 

Bunning-Ford  refused  to  commit  himself.  He  contented 
himself  with  blowing  the  ash  from  his  cigarette  and  cross- 
ing over  to  the  window,  where  he  stood  looking  out     He 


THE  "STRAY"  BEYOND  THE  MUSKEG   53 

had  come  there  that  afternoon  with  a  half-formed  intention 
of  telhng  this  girl  something  which  every  girl  must  hope  to 
hear  sooner  or  later  in  her  l.fe.     He  had  come  there  with 
the  intention  of  ending,  one  way  or  the  other,  a  friendship 
-^amara^m^-whatever   you  please  to  call  it,  by  telling 
this  hardy  girl  of  the  prairie  the  old,  old  story  over  again 
He  loved  this  woman  with  an  intensity  that  very  few  would 
have  credited  him  with.     Who  could  associate  lazy,  goc  ^- 
natured,  careless  "  Lord  "  Bill  with  serious  love  ?    CerUinly 
not  his  friends.     And  yet  such  was  the  case,  and  for  that 
reason  had  he  come.     The  affairs  of  Pat  Nabob  were  but  a 
subterfuge.     And  now  he  found  it  impossible  to  pronounce 
the  words  he  had  so  carefully  thought  out.     Jacky  was  not 
he  woman  to  approach  easily  with  sentiment,  she  was  so 
deucedly  practical."     So   Bill   said   to  himself     It  was 
useless  to  speculate  upon  her  feelings.     This  girl   never 
allowed  anything  approaching      .timent  to  appear  upon 
the  surface.     She  knew  better  than  to  do  so.     She  had  the 
grave  responsibility  of  her  uncle's  ranch  upon  her  shoulders, 
therefore  all  men  must  be  kept  at  arm's  length.     She  was 
in  every  sense  a  woman,  passionate,  loyal,  loving.     But  in 
addition  nature  had  endowed  her  with  a  spirit  which  rose 
superior  to  feminine  attributes  and  feelings.    The  blood  in 
her  vems-her  life  on   the  prairie-her  tender  care  and 
-oiicitude  for  her  uncle,  of  whose  failings  and  weaknesses 
she  was  painfully  aware,  had  caused  her  to  put  from  her  all 
thoughts  of  love  and  marriage.     Her  life  must  be  devoted 
to  him,  and  while  he  lived  she  was  determined   that  no 
thought  of  self  should  interfere  with  her  self-imposed  duty 
At  last  "Lord"  Bill  broke  the  silence  which  had  fallen 
upon  the  room  after  the  girl's  unanswered  question.     His 
remark  seemed  irrevelant  and  inconsequent. 

"There's  a   horse  on  the  other  side  of  the   muskeg. 
Who's  IS  It?"  * 

Jacky  was  at  his  side  in  an  instant     So  suddenly  had 
•he  bounded  from  the  table,  that  her  companion  turned, 
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with  that  lazy  glance  of  his,  and  looked  keenly  at  her.  He 
failed  to  understand  her  excitement.  She  had  snatched  up 
a  pair  of  field-glasses  and  had  already  levelled  them  at  the 
distant  object. 

She  looked  long  and  earnestly  across  the  miry  waste. 
Then  she  turned  to  her  companion  with  a  strange  look  in 
her  beautiful  grey  eyes. 

"  Bill,  I've  seen  that  horse  before.  Four  days  ago.  I've 
looked  for  it  ever  since,  but  couldn't  see  it.  I'm  going  to 
round  it  up." 

"Eh?     How?" 

Bill  was  looking  out  across  the  muskeg  again. 

"  Guess  I'm  going  right  across  there  this  evening,"  the 
girl  said  quietly. 

"  Across  the  muskeg  ?  "  Her  companion  was  roused  out 
of  himself.  His  usually  lazy  grey  eyes  were  gleaming 
brightly.     "  Impossible  !  " 

•'  Not  at  all,  Bill,"  she  replied,  with  an  easy  smile.  "  I 
know  the  path." 

•*  But  I  thought  there  was  only  one  man  who  ever  knew 
that  mythical  path,  and — he  is  dead." 

"Quite  right.  Bill — only  one  man." 

"  Then  the  old  stories — " 

There  was  a  peculiar  expression  on  the  man's  face.  The 
girl  interrupted  him  with  a  gay  laugh. 

"Bother  the  'old  stories.'  I'm  going  across  there  this 
evening  after  tea — coming  ?  " 

Bunning-Ford  looked  across  at  the  clock — the  hands 
pointed  to  half-past  one.  He  was  silent  for  a  minute. 
Then  he  said, — 

"  I'll  be  with  you  at  four  if— if  you'll  tell  me  all  about—" 

"  Peter  Retief— yes,  I'll  tell  you  as  we  go,  Bill.  What 
are  you  going  to  do  until  then  ?  " 

"  I'm  going  down  to  the  saloon  to  meet  *  Pickles,'  your  pet 
aversion,  Pedro  Mancha,  and  we're  going  to  find  a  fourth." 

"Ah,  poker?- 
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"Yes,  poker." 

"  I'm  sorry,  Bill.  But  be  here  at  four  sharp  and  I'll  tell 
you  all  about  it.     See  here,  boy,  '  mum's '  the  word." 

The  craving  of  the  Hon.  Bunning-Ford's  life  was  excite- 
ment. His  temperament  bordered  on  the  lethargic.  He 
felt  that  unless  he  could  obtain  excitement  life  was  utterly 
unbearable.  He  had  sought  it  all  over  the  world  before  he 
had  adopted  the  life  of  a  rancher.  Here  in  the  West  of 
Canada  he  had  found  something  of  what  he  sought.  There 
was  the  big  game  shooting  in  the  mountains,  and  the 
pursuit  of  the  "  grizzly  "  is  the  most  wildly  enthralling  chase 
in  the  world.  There  was  the  taming  and  "  breaking "  of 
the  wild  and  furious  "broncho" — the  most  exemplary 
"bucking"  horse  in  the  world.  There  was  the  "round- 
up" and  handling  of  cattle  which  never  failed  to  give 
unlimited  excitement.  And  then,  at  all  times,  was  the 
inevitable  poker,  that  king  of  all  excitements  among 
card  games.  The  West  of  Canada  had  pleased  "Lord" 
Bill  as  did  no  other  country,  and  so  he  had  invested  the 
remains  of  his  younger  son's  portion  in  stock. 

He  had  asked  for  excitement  and  Canada  had  responded 
generously.  Bill  had  found  more  than  excitement,  he  had 
found  love ;  and  he  had  found  a  wealth  of  real  friendship 
rarely  equalled  in  the  busy  cities  of  civilisation. 

In  the  midst  of  all  these  things  which,  seeking,  he  nad 
found,  came  this  suggestion  from  a  girl.  The  muskeg — 
the  cruel,  relentless  muskeg,  that  mire,  dreaded  and 
shunned  by  white  men  and  natives  alike.  It  could  be 
crossed  by  a  secret  path.  The  thought  pleased  him.  And 
none  knew  of  this  path  except  a  man  who  was  dead  and 
this  girl  he  loved.  There  was  a  strange  excitement  in  the 
thought  of  such  a  journey. 

"  Lord  "  Bill,  ignoring  his  stirrup,  vaulted  into  his  saadle, 
and,  as  he  swung  his  horse  round  and  headed  towards  the 
settlement,  he  wondered  what  the  day  would  bring  forth. 

"Confound  the  cards,"  he  muttered,  as  he  rode  away. 
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And  it  was  the  first  time  in  his  life  that  he  had  reluct- 
antly contemplated  a  gamble. 

Had  he  only  known  it,  a  turning-point  in  his  life  was 
rapidly  approaching-a  turning-point  which  would  lead  to 
events  wh,ch  if  told  as  about  to  occur  in  the  nineteenth 
century,  would  surely  bring  down  derision  upon  the  head  of 
^he  teller.     And  yet  would  the  derided  one  have  right  on 
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CHAPTER    VI 

"ways  that  are  dark" 

It  was  less  than  a  quarter  of  a  mile  from  the  Allandales' 
house  to  the  saloon— a  den  of  reeking  atmosphere  and 
fouler  spirits. 

The  saloon  at  Foss  River  was  no  better  and  no  worse 
than  hundreds  of  others  in  the  North-West  at  the  time  of 
which  we  write.     It  was  a   fairly   large   wooden   building 
standmg  at  the  opposite  end   of  the   open   space   which 
answered    the    purpose    of   a    market-place,    and    facing 
Lablaches  store.     Inside,   it   was  gloomy,    and    the   air 
invariably  reeked  of  stale  tobacco  and  drink.     The  bar  was 
arge,  and  at  one  end  stood  a  piano  kept  for  the  purpose  of 
sing-songs  "-nightly    occurrences    when    the  execrable 
whisky  had  done  its  work.     Passing  through  the  bar  one 
hnds  a  large  dining-room  on  one  side  of  a  passage,  and, 
on  the  other,  a  number  of  smaller  rooms  devoted  to  the 
use  of  those  who  wished  to  play  poker. 

It  was  towards  this  place  that  the  Hon.  Bunning-Ford 
was  nding  in  the  leisurely  manner  of  one  to  whom  time  is 
no  object. 

His  thoughts  were  far  from  matters  pertaining  to  his 
destination,  and  he  would  gladly  have  welcomed  anything 
which  could  have  interfered  with  his  projected  game.  For 
the  moment  poker  had  lost  its  charm. 

This  man  was  at  no  time  given  to  vacillation.  All  his 
methods  were,  as  a  rule,  very  direct.     Underneath  his  easy 
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ZTafZl  "'  ,r  1/  "*^  ^'''^'^  "^*"«-     His  thin 
face  at  times  could  suddenly  become  very  keen.     His  true 

hsTef  Z'f  F    '/  ^'^  -'''-^edUexpressbno^ 
their  h«.  ^"""'"S-^^'-d  ''as  on^  of  those  men  who  are  at 
hfna     K   K  •  ""^^^^"'^y-     ^t  all  Other  times  h'fe  was  a 
SeLlf  "  ""^  'rP°"'''^  '''  ^'-  ^°  take  seriously 

world     Pore  "hJ.'\!J''  "  '^^  '^'"^^  ^"y^^'"«  -  '^^ 
world.    Poker  he  looked  upon  as  a  means  to  an  end.    He 

he  wruM  1;°"'/""?''^'  ^"^  ^'"^^y  ^'^'^'"'^  i°  doing  as 
he  would  be  done   by.      Honesty  and  truth  he  loved, 

them  t  su-TOundrngs  might  be.  for.  though  living  in 
them,  he  was  not  of  them.     He  would  as  soon  sit  down  to 

club  ?n  L"d  ''"?r^^'"  ™"^'^^^"  ''  P'^y  -  'h  "e^ 
exoec  th^  "'  """^  ^'  "^°"'^  '''''  '^^"^  honestly  and 
expect  the  same  m  return-but  a  loaded  revolver  would  be 
slung^  upon  his  hip  and  the  holster  would  be  open  and 

As  he  neared  the  saloon  he  recognised  the  figures  of  two 
rnen  walking  ,n  the  direction  of  the  saloon.     They  were 

«  HaT  PU  ^°  V  u'^'f""'''     "^  ^°^^  ^-ards  them 
Hallo,  Bill,  whuher  bound?"  said  the  old  rancher,  as 
the  younger  man  came  up.     «  Going  to  join  us  in  the 
parlour  of  Smith's  fragrant  hostelry  ?    ke  spider  is  alLdy 
there  weaving  the  web  in  which  he  hopes  to  ensnare  us." 

Bunning-Ford  shook  his  head. 

"  Who's  the  spider— Lablache  ?  " 

r^.'7^V^''^  ^°!"^  '°  P'^y-     ^'''  '^^  fi^st  ti'^e  for  some 

Wo!,        '''  ,r  ''  '"   ^^^°  ^°°  b"«y  -i'h  the  round-up. 
Won  t  you  really  join  us  ?  "  ^ 

"Can't.  I've  promised  Mancha  and  'Pickles'  revenee 
for  a  game  we  played  the  other  night,  when  I  happened  to 
relieve  them  of  a  few  dollars." 

"Sensible  maa-Lablache  is  too  consistent."  put  in  the 
doctor,  quietly. 

"  Nonsense,"  said  "  Poker  "  John,  optimistically.   •«  You're 
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We  must  break  it 


always  carping  about  the  man's  luck 
soon." 

"Yes,  we've  suggested  that  before." 

They  were  near  the  saloon. 

"  RiX!Tu^  ^'7°u  ^°'"^  '°  P^^y  ^  "  ^«  ''^nt  on  quietly 
Right  through  the  evening,"  replied   "Poker"  Tohn 
with  keen  satisfaction.     -  And  you  ?  "  "'       ' 

yo:^;^"""  '°"  °''°^'-    ^  ^"^  ^-^  ^o  ^^«  ^ea  up  at 

anJtfeHh-7"°'^'''^  "°  '°'"'"^"*  ^"d  Bill  dismounted 

craves  lor  drink,   so  he  was  loneinir  to  ff>^}  tu^ 
surface  of  pastef^oard  between  his  finders      Whil  R      ^^'^^ 

wicKea-lookmg  eyes,  was  serving  out  whiskv  fn  n  ^,..,  7 
of  worse-lookin^-  half-breprlc      t.  ^,        *  ^°"P^^ 

mo«  oreeds.     It  was  noticeable  that  everv 

man  present  wore  at  his  wqi^t  f^itu^.  ,  ^ 

"He  .^»  repUed  Mr  SmiU^  i„  a  dra^wU.,  „;„.  „ 
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he  pushed  the  two  whiskies  across  to  the  waiting  half, 
breeds.     "Been  here  half  an  hour.    Jest  pass  right  through 
m.ster.       Maybe    you'll    find    him    located    in    numb^ 

There  was  no  doubt  that  John  B.  Smith  hailed  from 
Amenca.  Although  the  Canadian  is  not  devoid  of  th" 
American  accent  there  is  not  much  doubt  of  nationality 
when  one  hears  the  real  thing.  "unaiuy 

behind'Jhi  'r'  °°'k^.°'-     ^°'  '^""^^'  Smith."  as  the  man 
behmd  the  bar  reached  towards  a  bottle  with  a  white  seal. 

nif  T  ^*^t '°°'''^'°«.  ^^'^'  °"-    N"'"''"  »^o  on  the 
nght,  I  thmk  you  said." 

The  two  men  passed  on  into  the  back  part  of  the 
premises.  ^  ^ 

^Z^""^!  ^°"'"'"  ^'  ^y*"'  '^°'"  '^'  "'ght's   out."  said 

"  Potr^MT''"^  u"^.''^^  "^'"^  *°  "^^^"'  ^°d  indicating 
Poker    John  w.th  a  jerk  of  the  head  in  the  direction  of 

t.  M  t°°'K    u°"?^  ''^'"^  '^^  ^^°  '"<^"  had  just  passed. 

Make  the  banks  hum  when  they  raise  the  'bid.'    Guess 

ther  am  t  many  o'  ther'  likes  roun'  these  parts.     Rye  or 

up  at  that  moment.    Mancha  and  "Pickles"  were  with 

tind-up;'  Sr  Lof^"~^'^  ^^^'^^  '^^'^  «^  ^^« 
"Scotch  you  old  heathen,  of  course,"  replied  Bill,  with 
a  tolerant  laugh.  "You  don't  expect  us  to  drink  firt 
water.  If  you  kept  decent  Rye  it  would  be  different. 
Were  gomg  to  have  a  flutter.     Any  room?" 

"Number  two,  I  guess.  Chock-a-block  in  the  others. 
Tolerable  run  on  poker  these  times.  All  the  round-up 
hands  been  gettin'  advances,  I  take  it.    Say  when  " 

The  four  men  said  "when"  in  due  course,  and  each 
watered  h.s  own  wh.sky.  The  proprietor  went  on,  with  a 
quick  twmkle  of  his  beady  eyes,— 

"Ther'8  Mr  Allandale  an'  Lablache  and  company  in 
number  two.     Nobody  else,  I  guess.     I've  a  notion  you'U 
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a%^  gar/  ^d .  '^'''''  "°  '    ^'  '^'^  ■'  ^o^^'  -  P'ay 

.hanks  .0  .he  „„';iri„,  e  Jorls^rthe  p^t? "  """"'  °°''' 
In  number  two  '•  Pnk*»r"  T«k«      j  l- 

by  monosyllabic  and  almost  whispered  bee.ing  and  "rats 
ing    as  the  games  proceeded.     An  hour  oassil  ,1,7,.      1 

able  to  do  wrong^,  :rd':f.he"^l:S'Btni„^^::a'  Z 
farmg  correspondingly  badly.     Pedro  Mancha,  thf  Meiln 

gtLie^r  .trrr;:ro/rV' •" 

Already  he  had  heaped  be^ hin?:  piL^'binTa^d' 

Look'^n^r. :  h:r':ie'"„v''°r' "'''  ^'«-'- 

6  v^.i  ai  ciiner  table,  no  one  from  outward  ci«.,c. 
could  have  .aid  winch  way  the  luck  was  goi^g  Onl  Z 
scbbl.ngs  of  the  pencils  upon  the  men.o.  4ds  and  h' 
gradual  accumulation  of  the  p,„dous  slips  of'pa;e  "btft 
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Lablache  at  one  table  and  the  wild-eyed,  dark-skinned 
Mexican  at  the  other,  told  the  story  of  the  ruin  which  was 
surely  being  accomplished. 

At  length,  with  a  loser's  privilege,  Bunning-Ford,  after 
glancing  at  his  watch,  rose  from  the  table.  His  lean  face 
was  in  no  way  disturbed.  He  seen  jd  quite  indifferent  to 
his  losses. 

"I'll  quit  you,  Pedro,"  he  said,  smiling  lazily  down  at 
the  Mexican.     "  You're  a  bit  too  hot  for  me  to  day." 

The  dark-skinned  man  smiled  a  vague,  non-committing 
smile  and  displayed  a  double  row  of  immaculate  teeth. 

"Good.  You  shall  have  your  revenge.  Doubtless  you 
would  like  some  of  these  papers  back,"  he  said,  as  he  swept 
them  leisurely  into  his  pocket-book,  and  then  sugar- 
bagging  a  cigarette  paper  he  poured  a  few  grains  of 
granulated  tobacco  into  it. 

"  Yes,  I  daresay  I  shall  relieve  you  of  some  later  on," 
replied  Bill,  quietly.  Then  he  turned  to  the  other  table 
and  stood  watching  the  play. 

He  glanced  anxiously  at  the  bare  table  in  front  of  the 
old  rancher.  Even  Dr  Abbot  was  well  stocked  with  slips 
of  paper.  Then  his  gaze  fell  upon  the  money-lender, 
behind  whose  huge  back  he  was  standing. 

He  moved  slightly  to  one  side.  It  is  an  unwritten  law 
amongst  poker  players,  in  a  public  place  in  the  west  of  the 
American  continent,  that  no  onlooker  should  stand  im- 
mediately behind  any  player.  He  moved  to  Lablache's 
right.  The  money-lender  was  dealing.  "Lord"  Bill  lit 
a  cigarette. 

The  cards  were  dealt  round.  Then  the  draw.  Then 
Lablache  laid  the  pack  down.  Bunning-Ford  had  noted 
these  things  mechanically.  Then  something  caught  his 
attention.  It  was  his  very  indifference  which  caused  his 
sudden  attention.  Had  he  been  following  the  game  with 
his  usual  keenness  he  would  only  have  been  thinking  of 
the  betting. 
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Lablache  was  writing  upon  his  memo,  pad,  which  was  a 
gorgeous  e fort  in  silver  mounting.  One  of  those  oblong 
blocks  with  a  broad  band  of  burnished  silver  at  the  binding 
of  the  perforated  leaves.  Ht  knew  that  this  was  the  pad 
the  money-lender  always  used ;  anyway,  it  was  similar  in 
all  respects  to  his  usual  memorandum  pads. 

How  it  was  his  attention  had  become  fixed  upon  that 
pad  he  could  not  have  told,  but  now  an  inspiration  came 
to  him.  His  face  remained  unchanged  in  its  expression, 
but  those  lazy  eyes  of  his  gleamed  wickedly  as  he  leisurely 
puffed  at  his  cigarette. 

The  bet  went  round.  Lablache  raised  and  raised  again. 
Eventually  the  rancher  "  saw  "  him.  :  he  other  took  the 
pool.  No  word  was  spoken,  but  "  Lord  "  Bill  gritted  his 
teeth  and  viciously  pitched  his  cigarette  to  the  other  end 
of  the  room. 

During  the  next  two  deals  he  allowed  his  attention  to 
wander.  Lablache  dropped  out  one  hand,  and,  in  the 
next,  he  merely  "  filled  "  his  "ante  "  and  allowed  the  doctor 
to  take  in  the  pool.  John  Allandale's  face  was  serious. 
The  nervous  twitching  of  the  cheek  was  still,  but  the  drawn 
lines  around  his  mouth  were  in  no  way  hidden  by  his  grey 
moustache,  nor  did  the  eager  light  which  burned  luridly  in 
his  eyes  for  one  moment  deceive  the  onlooker  as  to  the 
anxiety  of  mind  which  his  features  masked. 

Now  it  was  I^blache's  deal.  "  Lord  "  Bill  concentrated 
his  attention  upon  the  dealer.  The  money-lender  was  left- 
handed.  He  held  the  pack  in  his  right,  and,  in  dealing, 
he  was  slow  and  slightly  clumsy.  The  object  of  Bunning- 
Ford's  attention  quickly  became  apparent.  Each  card  as 
it  left  the  pack  was  passed  over  the  burnished  silver  of  the 
dealer's  memorandum  pad.  It  was  smartly  done,  and 
Lablache  was  assisted  by  the  fact  that  the  piece  of  metal 
was  inclined  towards  him.  There  was  no  necessity  to  look 
down  deliberately  to  see  the  reflection  of  each  card  as  it 
passed  00  its  way  to  its  recipient,  a  glancf-  just  the  glance 
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necessary  when  dealing  cards- and  the  money-lender,  by  a 
slight  effort  of  memory,  knew  every  hand  that  was  out. 
Lablache  was  cheating. 

To  say  thai  "  Lord  "  Bill  was  astonished  would  be  wrong. 
He  was  not.      He  had   long  suspected  it.     The  steady 
run  of  luck  which    Lablache   had   persisted  in  was  too 
phenomenal.     It  was  enough  to  set  the  densest  thinking 
Now  everything  was  plain.      Standing  where  he  was,  Bill 
had  almost  been  able  to  read  the  inde.x  numerals  himself 
He  gave  no  sign  of  his  discovery.     Apparently  the  matter 
was  of  no  consequence  to  him,  for  he  merely  lit  a  fresh 
cigarette  and  walked  towards  the  door.     He  turned  as  he 
was  about  to  pass  out. 

''  ^ha^  time  shall  I  tell  Jacky  to  expect  you  home, 
John .'    he  said  quietly,  addressing  the  old  rancher. 

Lablache  looked  up  with  a  swift,  malevolent  glance,  but 
he  said  nothing.  Old  John  turned  a  drawn  face  to  the 
speaker. 

"  Supper,  I  guess,"  he  said  in  a  thick  voice,  husky  from 
long  silence.  "  And  tell  Smith  to  send  me  in  a  bottle  of 
'  white  seal '  and  some  glasses." 

"Right  you  are."  Then  "Lord"  Bill  passed  out 
"Poker  without  whisky  is  bad,"  he  muttered  as  he  made 
his  way  back  to  the  bar,  "  but  poker  and  whisky  together 
can  only  be  the  beginning  of  the  end.  We'll  see.  Poor 
old  John  I" 
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CHAPTER   VII 

ACROSS  THE  GREAT   MUSKEO 

It  was  on  the  stroke  of  four  o'clock  when  Bui 
left  the  saloon.  He  had  said  that  he  woul.^  k  .  ,t  -.„. 
ranch  at  four,  and  usually  he  liked  to  be  p  tnt  uj'  'fV 
was  late  now,  however,  and  made  no  effcn  (  .  ,,u  •  nv 
time  Instead,  he  allowed  his  horse  to  wr  .  leiMu^-lv  , 
the  direction  of  the  Allandales'  house.  He  vrtn^,d  im-  lo 
think  before  he  again  met  Jacky. 

He  was  confronted  by  a  problem  which  taxed  a'l   H. 
wit.     It  was  perhaps  a  fortunate  thing  that  his  wa^  - 
hasty  temperament.     He  well  knew  the  usual  method  of 
deahng  with  men  who  cheated  at  cards  in  those  Western 
wilds.     Each  man  carried  his  own  law  in  his  holster.     He 
had  realised  instantly  that  Lablache  was  not  a  case  for 
the  usual  treatment.     Pistol  law  would  have  defeated  its 
own  ends.    Such  means  would  not  recover  the  terrible 
losses  of  ••  Poker  "  John,  neither  would  he  recover  thereby 
his  own  lost  property.     No,  he  congratulated  himself  upon 
the  restraint  he  had  exercised  when  he  had  checked  his 
natural  impulse  to  expose  the  money-lender.     Now,  how- 
ever,  the  case  looked  more    complicated,  and,  for  the 
moment,  he  could  see  no  possible  means  of  solving  the 
difficulty.     Lablache  must  be  made  to  disgorge— but  how? 
John  AUandale  must  be  stopped  playing  and  further  con- 
tributing to  Lablache's  ill-go.  c.n  gains.     Again-but  how  ? 
Bill  was  roused  out  of  I.13  usual  apathetic  indifference. 
I  he  moment  had  arrived  when  he  must  set  asid^  the  old 
mdolent  carelessness.    He  was  stirred  to  the  core.    A  duty 
B  65  ^ 
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had  been  suddenly  forced  upon  him.     A  duty  to  himself 

Again  and  a-ain  he  asked  himself  the  question  as  he 
allowed  h.s  horse  to  mouche.  with  slovenly  step,  over  the 
sodden  prame;  but  no  answer  presented  itself/ nLhin 
eagle  face  was  puckered  with  perplexity.     The  sleet  y  eves 
gleamed  vengefully  from  between  his  half-closed  eS  a 
he  gazed  across  the   sunlit  prairie.     His  aquihne  nosl 
always   bearmg   a  resemblance   to  an   eagle's   beak    wis 

atnlfrd'^","''^  ''''   ^"^'°"^^''   proboscis  b; 
reason  of  the  down-drawn  tip.  consequent  upon  the  odd 

'iTl"  B  1  :  ''«^r'>-r-P--^  -^P^      For  L  moment 
Lord    B  11  was  at  a  loss.    And,  oddly  enough,  he  began 

to  wonder  .f  after  all.  silence  had  been  his  besf  course^  ^ 
Hewasstdl  struggling  in  the  direst  perplexity  when  lie 

hitched  h,s  picket  rope  to  the  tying-post  and  entered  fh! 
s.ttmg-room  by  the  open  French  window       T^'  was    e 
u^^n    the    table     and     Jacky     was    seated    b^foTe    the 

"Late,  Bill.  late !  Guess  that  'plug'  of  yours  is  a  r;,nM 
beast,  judging  by  the  pace  you  came  up  the  hill^  '"'^ 

i-or  the  moment  Bunning-Ford's  face  had  resumed  it, 
wonted  air  of  lazy  good-nature.  resumed  its 

"Glad  you  took  the  trouble  to  watch  for  me  Tackv  "  h. 
retorted  quickly,  with  an  attempt  at  his  usuTliihtness  of 
manner.     ••  I  appreciate  the  honour."  ^        "  °^ 

"Nothing  of  the  sort.     I  was  looking  for  uncle     Th. 
man  brought  a  letter  from  Calford.     iLson    thecaUle 
buyer  of  the   Western    Ri,-    .„    n        '*'^''°"'  tne  cattle- 
hira     The  Hnm!  r  ^    Company,  wants  to  see 

mm.     1  he  Home  Governmt   .   are    buying  larirelv      H* 
IS  commissioned  to  purchase  30.000  head^f^rlme  beev" 
Come  along,  tea's  ready."  oeeves. 
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Bill  seateu  himself  at  the  table  and  Jacky  poured  out  the 

tea.     She  was  dressed  for  the  saddle. 
••Where  is  Dawson  now?"  asked  Bill. 
"  Calford.    Guess  he'll  wait  right  there  for  uncle." 
Suddenly  a  look  of  relief  passed  across  the  man's  face 
•'This  IS  Wednesday.    At  six  o'clock  the  mail-cart  goes 

back  to  town.     Send  someone  down  to  the  saloon  at  once 

and  John  will  be  able  to  go  in  to-night." 
As  Bill  spoke  his  eyes  encountered  a  direct  and  steady 

glance  from  the  girl.      There  was  much  meaning  in  that 

naute  exchange.     For  answer  Jacky  rose  and  rang  a  bell 

sharply. 

"Send  a  hand  down  to  the  settlement  to  find  my  uncle. 
Ask  him  to  come  up  at  once.  There  is  an  important 
letter  awaiting  him,"  she  said,  to  the  old  servant  who 
answered  t!ie  summons. 

••Bill,  what's  up?"  she  went  on,  when  the  retainer  had 
departed. 

••Lots.  Look  here,  Jacky,  we  mustn't  be  long  over  tea 
We  must  both  be  out  of  the  house  when  your  uncle  retum«« 
He  may  not  want  to  go  into  town  to-night  Anyway,  I 
don't  want  to  give  him  the  chance  of  asking  any  questions 
until  we  have  had  a  long  talk.  He's  losing  to  Lablache 
again." 

"Ah  I  I  don't  want  anything  to  eat.  Whenever  you  are 
ready,  Bill,  I  am."  ' 

Bunning-Ford  drank  his  tea  and  rose  from  the  table 
The  girl  followed  his  example. 

There  was  somethaig  very  strong  and  resolute  in  the 
brisk,  ready-for-emergency  ways  of  this  girl.  There  was 
nothing  of  the  ultra-feminine  dependence  and  weakness 
of  her  sex  about  her.  And  yet  her  hardiness  detracted  in 
no  way  from  her  womanly  charm ;  rather  was  that  complex 
abstract  enhanced  by  her  wonderful  self-reliance.  There 
are  those  who  decry  independence  in  women,  but  surely 
011I7  such  must  come  from  those  whose  nature  is  largely 
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composed  of  hectoring  selfishness.  There  was  a  resolute 
set  of  the  mouth  as  Jacky  sent  word  to  the  stables  to  have 
her  horse  brought  round.  She  asked  no  questions  of  her 
companion,  as,  waiting  for  compliance  with  her  orders  she 
drew  on  h-r  stout  buckskin  gauntlets.  She  understood  this 
man  well  enough  to  be  aware  that  his  suggestion  was  based 
upon  necessity.  "Lord"  Bill  rarely  interfered  with  any- 
thmg  or  anybody,  but  when  such  an  occasion  arose  his 
words  carried  a  deal  of  weight  with  those  who  knew  him. 

A  few  minutes  later  and  they  were  both  riding  slowly 
down  the  avenue  of  pines  leading  from  the  house.  The 
direction  in  which  they  were  moving  was  away  from  the 
settlement,  down  towards  where  the  great  level  flat  of  the 
muskeg  began.  At  the  end  of  the  avenue  they  turned 
directly  to  the  south-east,  leaving  the  township  behind 
them.  The  prairie  was  soft  and  springy.  There  was  still 
a  keen  touch  of  winter  in  the  fresh  spring  air.  The  after- 
noon sun  was  shining  coldly  athwart  the  direction  of  their 
route. 

Jacky  led  the  way,  and,  as  they  drew  clear  of  the  bush 
and  the  house  and  settlement  were  hidden  from  view 
behind  them,  she  urged  her  horse  into  a  good  swinging 
lope.  Thus  they  progressed  in  silence.  The  far-reaching 
deadly  mire  on  their  right,  looking  innocent  enough  in  the 
shadow  of  the  snow-clad  peaks  bu-yond,  the  ranch  well 
benind  them  in  the  hollow  of  the  Foss  River  Valley,  whilst 
on  their  left,  the  mighty  prairie  rolled  away  upwards  to  the 
higher  levci  of  the  surrounding  country. 

In  this  way  they  covered  nearly  a  mile,  then  the  girl 
drew  up  beside  a  small  clump  of  weedy  bush. 

"  Are  you  ready  for  the  plunge,  Bill  ?  »  she  asked,  as  her 
companion  drew  up  beside  her.  "The  path's  not  more 
than  four  feet  wide.     Does  your  '  plug  '  shy  any  ?  " 

"  He's  all  right.  You  lead  right  on.  Where  you  can 
travel  I've  a  notion  I'm  not  likely  to  funk.  But  I  don't  see 
the  path." 
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"  I  guess  you  don't.  Never  did  nature  keep  her  secret 
better  than  in  the  setting  out  of  this  one  road  across  her 
woeful  man-trap.  You  can't  see  the  path,  but  I  guess  it's  an 
open  book  to  me,  and  i's  pages  ain't  Hebrew  either.  Say, 
Bill,  there's  been  many  a  good  prairie  man  looking  for  this 
path,  but"—  with  a  slight  accent  of  exultation— "they've 
never  found  it.  Come  on.  Old  Nigger  knows  it;  many 
a  time  has  he  trodden  its  soft  and  shaking  surface.  Good 
old  horse ! "  and  she  patted  the  black  neck  of  her  charger 
as  she  turned  his  head  towards  the  distant  hills  and 
urged  him  forward  with  a  "  chirrup." 

Far  across  the  ninskeg  the  distant  peaks  of  the  mountain 

rai:ge  glistened  in  the  afternoon  sun  like  diamond-studded 

sugar  loaves.     So  high  were  the  clouds  that  every  portion 

of  the  mighty  summits  was  clearly  outlined.     The  great 

ramparts  of  th(    prairie  are  a  magnificent  sight  on  a  clear 

day.     Flat  and  smooth  as  any  bi"":ird-table  stretched  this 

silent,  mysterious  muskeg,  already  green  and  fair  to  the  eye, 

an  alluring  pasture  to  the  unwary.     An  experienced  eye 

might  have  judged  it  too  green— too  alluring.     Could  a 

more  perfect  trap  be  (ievised  by  evil  human  ingenuity  than 

this?     Think  for  one  instant  of  a  bottomless  pit  of  liquid 

soil,  absorbing  in  its  peculiar  density.     Think  of  all  the 

horrors   of  a  quicksand,  which,    embracing,    sucks  down 

into  its  cruel  bosom  the  despairing  victim  of  its  insatiable 

greed.     Think  of  a  thin,  solid  crust,  spread  like  icing  upon 

a  cake  and  concealing  the   soft,  spongy   matter  beneath, 

covering  every  portion  of  the  cruel  plain  ;  a  crust  whirh 

yields  a  crop  of  luxurious,  enticing  grass  of  the  most  perfect 

emerald  hue  ;  a  crust  firm  in  itself  and  dry  looking,  and 

yet  not  strong  enough  to  bear  the  weight  of  a  good-sized 

terrier.     And  what   imagination  can   possibly  conceive   a 

more  cruel — more  perfect  trap  for  man  or  beast  ?     Woe  to 

the  creature  which  trusts  its  weight  upon  that  treacherous 

crust.     For  one    fleeting    instant    it    will    sway    beneath 

the  tread,  then,  in  the  flash  of  a  thought,  it  will  break. 
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and  once  the  surface  gives  no  human  power  can  save 
the  victim.  Down,  down  into  the  depths  must  the 
poor  wretch  be  plunged,  with  scarce  time  to  offer  a 
prayer  to  God  for  the  poor  soul  which  so  swiftly  passes 
to  Its  doom.  Such  is  the  muskeg ;  and  surely  more 
terrible  is  it  than  is  that  horror  of  the  navigator— the 
quicksands. 

The  girl  led  the  way  without  as  much  as  a  passing  thought 
for  the  dangers  which  surrounded  her.  Truly  had  her 
companion  said  .  don't  see  the  path,"  for  no  path  was  to 
be  seen.  But  Jacky  had  learned  her  lesson  well-and 
learned  it  from  one  who  read  the  prairie  as  the  Bedouin 
reads  the  desert.  The  path  was  there  and  with  a  wondrous 
assurance  she  followed  its  course. 

The  travellers  moved  silently  along.  No  word  was 
spoken ;  each  was  wrapped  in  thought.  Now  and  again  a 
stray  praine  chicken  would  fly  up  from  their  path  with  a 
whirr,  and  speed  across  the  mire,  calling  to  its  mate  as  it 
went.  The  drowsy  chirrup  of  frogs  went  on  unceasingly 
around,  and  already  the  ubiquitous  mosquito  was  on  the 
prowl  for  human  gore. 

The  upstanding  horses  now  walked  with  down-drooped 
heads,  with  snuffing  noses  low  towards  the  ground,  ears 
cocked,  and  with  alert,  careful  tread,  as  if  fully  alive  to  the 
danger  of  their  perilous  road.  The  silence  of  that  ride 
teemed  with  a  thrill  of  danger.  Half  an  hour  passed  and 
then  the  girl  gathered  up  her  reins  and  urged  her  willing 
horse  into  a  canter. 

"Come  on.  Bill,  the  path  is  more  solid  now,  and  wider 
The  worst  part  is  on  the  far  side,"  she  called  back  over 
her  shoulder. 

Her  companion  followed  her  unquestioningly. 

The  sun  was  already  dif.ping  towards  the'^distant  peaks 
and  already  a  shadowy  h.ue  was  rising  upon  the  eastern 
praine.  The  chill  of  winter  grew  keener  as  the  sun  slowly 
sank.  ' 
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Two-thirds  of  the  journey  were  covered  and  Jacky,  hold- 
ing up  a  warning  hand,  drew  up  her  horse.  Her  com- 
panion came  to  a  stand  beside  her. 

"  The  path  divides  in  thrt- e  here,"  said  the  girl,  glancing 
keenly  down  at  the  fresh  grten  gra^s.  "Two  of  the 
branches  are  blind  and  end  abruptly  further  on.  Guess 
we  must  avoid  'em,"  she  went  on  shortly,  "unless  we  are 
anxious  to  punctuate  our  earthly  career.  This  is  the  one  we 
must  take,"  turnin-  her  horse  to  the  left  path.  "Keep 
your  eye  peekd  and  stick  to  Nig^uer's  footprints. 

The  man  did  as  he  was  bid,  marvelling  the  while  at  the 
strange  knowledge  of  his  companion.     He  had  no  fear;  he 
only  wondered.     The   trim,  graceful  figure   on  the  horse 
ahead  of  him  occupied  all  his  thoughts.     He  watched  her 
as,  with  quiet  assurance,  she  guided  her  horse.     He  had 
known  Jacky  for  years.     He   had   watched   her  grow  to 
womanhood,    but     although    her     up-bringing     must    of 
necessity   have  taught  her  an   independence  and  courage 
given  to  few  women,  he  had  never  dreamt  of  the  strength 
of  the  sturdy  nature  she  was  now  displaying.     Again  his 
thoughts  went  to  the  tales  of  the  gossips  of  the  settlement 
and  the  strange  figure  of  the  daring  cattle-thief  loomed  up 
over  his  mental   horizon.     He  rode,   and  as  he  rode  he 
wondered.     The  end  of  this  journey  would  be  a  fitting  place 
for  the  explanations  which  must  take  place  between  them. 

At  length  the  shaking  path  came  to  an  end  and  the 
mire  was  crossed.  A  signal  from  the  gir!  brought  her 
companion  to  her  side. 

••  We  have  crossed  it,"  she  said,  glancing  up  at  the  sun, 
and  indicating  the  muskeg  with  a  backward  jerk  of  her 
head.     "Now  for  the  horse." 

••  What  about  your  promise  to  tell  me  about  Peter 
Retief?" 

"Guess  being  the  narrator  you  must  let  me  take  mv 
tune."  ' 

She  smiled  up  into  her  companion's  eagle  face. 
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••The  horse  is  a  mile  or  so  further  up  towards  the  foot- 
hills.    Come  along." 

They  galloped  side  by  side  over  the  moist,  springy  grass- 
moist  with  the  recently-melted  snow.  "  Lord "  Bill  was 
content  to  wait  her  pleasure.  Suddenly  the  man  brought 
his  horse  up  with  a  severe  "yank." 

"What'.s  up?"  The  girl's  beautiful  eyes  were  fixed 
upon  the  ground  with  a  peculiar  instinct.  Bill  pointed  to 
the  ground  on  the  side  furthest  from  his  companion. 

"  Look ! " 

Jacky  gazed  at  the  spot  indicated. 

"  The  tracks  of  the  horse,"  she  said  sharply. 

She  was  on  the  ground  in  an  instant  and  inspecting  the 
hoof-prmts  eagerly,  with  that  careful  study  acquired  bv 
experience.  ' 

"Well?"  said  the  other,  as  she  turned  back  to  her 
horse. 

"Recent."  Then  in  an  impressive  tone,  which  her 
companion  failed  to  ur  erstand,  "That  horse  has  been 
shod.  The  shoes  are  <  -all  except  a  tiny  bit  on  his  off- 
fore.     We  must  track  it. 

They  now  separate,     and  rode   keeping  the  hoof-prints 

between  them.     The  mark     vere  quite  fresh  and  so  plain 

in  the  soft  ground  that  the       ere  able  to  ride  at  a  good 

pace.     The  clear-cut  indent,  -i  ,m  led  away  from  the  mire 

up  the  gently-sloping  grounc      Suddenly  they  struck  upon 

a  path  that  was  little  more  than  a  cattle-track,  and  instantly 

became   mingled  with  other  hoof-marks,  older  and  going 

both  ways.     Hitherto  the  girl  had   ridden  with  her  eyes 

closely  watching  the  tracks,  but  now  she  suddenly  raised 

her  sweet,  weather-tanned  face  to  her  companion,  and,  with 

a  light  of  the  wildest  excitement  in  her  eyes,  she  pointed 

along  the  path  and  set  her  horse  at  a  gallop. 

•'Come  onl   I  know,"  she  cried,    "right   on  into  the 
hills." 

Bill  followed  willingly  enough,  but  he  failed  to  under- 
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•J«nd  hi,  companion's  excitement    After  «11  thev  w«r. 

to  everythmg  except  the  mad  pursuit  of  an  unseen  Tar" 

abL'  bee  hives  tt"")'  '''  '°"'"^'°"  °''^'"^'  "^'^  '"""-er- 
now  down    !  T  '''^''^''  "P°"  ^"  ^"dless  plain; 

hrcountrv  h  ,'"P'  "'"""'•     ^''"'^  ^^«^y   hill  passed 

••Lord     Hm  r'"^  Tu  ^''^'^  '"^  '"^^^  '-^-^or.  rugged 
I  r,   !^  struggled  hard  to  keep  the  girl  in  view  as  she 

^  roirX  :frf  H  ^l;^  '^^^-"'^  °^  -min^rendle 

conelL  J      r"  ^"""^  "P  °"  ^'^^  ^"'"'"it  of  a  high 

cone-hke  r.se  and  realized  that  he  had  lost  her. 

For  a  moment  he  gazed  around  with  that  peculiar  all 
observmg  keenness  which  is  given  to  those  whSive;  a  e 

and.  seemg  hm,.  waved  a  summons.     Her  gestkirns' 
were  excited  and  he  hastened  to  obey.     Dowr,  in  o  ?h 
m^rvening  valley  his  horse  plunged  with'  headZg       kl  ss 
ness      At   the   bottom   there  was  a   hard,    beaten   track 
Almost  unconsciously  he  allowed  his  beast  to  adopt  it      I,' 

hor«  short  up.  .hrowmg  ,he  eager  animal  on  .o  i's  haunches 
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He  had  pulled  up  on  what,  at  first,  appeared  to  be  the 
brink  of  a  precipice,  and  what  in  reality  was  a  declivity, 
down  which  only  the  slow  and  sure  foot  of  a  steer  or 
broncho  might  safely  tread.  He  sat  aghast  at  his  narrow 
escape.  Then,  turning  at  the  sound  of  a  voice  behind  him, 
he  found  that  Jacky  had  come  down  from  the  hill  above. 

"  See,  Bill,"  she  cried,  as  she  drew  abreast  of  his  hard- 
breathing  horse,  "there  he  is!  Down  there,  peacefully 
grazing." 

Her  excitement  was  intense,  and  the  hand  with  which 
she  pointed  shook  like  an  aspen.  Her  agitation  was  in- 
comprehensible to  the  man.  He  looked  down.  Hitherto 
he  had  seen  little  beyond  the  brink  at  which  he  had  come 
to  such  a  sudden  stand.  But  now,  as  he  gazed  down,  he 
beheld  a  deep,  dark-shadowed  valley,  far-reaching  and 
sombre.  From  their  present  position  its  full  extent  was 
l)eyond  the  range  of  vision,  but  sufficient  was  to  be  seen  to 
realise  that  here  was  one  of  those  vast  hiding-places  only 
to  be  found  in  lands  where  Nature's  fanciful  mood  has 
Induced  the  mighty  upheaval  of  the  world's  greatest 
mountain  ranges.  On  the  far  side  of  the  deep,  sombre  vale 
a  towering  crag  rose  wall-like,  sheer  up,  overshadowing  the 
soft,  green  pasture  deep  down  at  the  bottom  of  the  yawning 
uulch.  Dense  patches  of  dark,  relentless  pinewoods  lined 
its  base,  and,  over  all,  in  spite  of  the  broad  daylight,  a 
peculiar  shadow,  as  of  evening,  added  mystery  to  the  haunt- 
ing view. 

It  was  some  seconds  before  the  man  was  able  to  dis- 
tinguish the  tiny  object  which  had  roused  the  girl  to  such 
unaccountable  excitement.  When  he  did,  however,  he 
beheld  a  golden  chestnut  horse  quietly  grazing  as  it  made 
its  way  leisurely  towards  the  ribbon-like  stream  which  flowed 
in  the  bosom  of  the  mysterious  valley,  "  Lord  "  Bill's  voice 
was  quite  emotionless  when  he  spoke. 

"  Ah,  a  chestnut ! "  he  said  quietly.  "  Well,  our  quest  is 
vain.     He  is  beyomi  our  reach." 
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.urprL*  7r"^  ""=  ^''  '"o''"  •'   W"  in   indignant 
oulright.    She  had  forgotten  that  this  man  as  vet  In— 
no  h,„g    ,.Ha.  had  all  along  been  in  her  thoug'h  s     " 
yet  he  knew  noth.ng  of  the  secret  of  this  hollow     To  he 
■t    n.e«,t  a    world  of  recolle«ion-a    world  of  stim„. 
Jd«„tu„  and  awful  hazard.     When  first  she  had   e!", hi? 
horK  grazmg  within  sight  of  her  uncle's  house,  he  rin"ere! 
had   been  aroused  -  suspicions   had   been   sin,   ,eemi„l 
through  her  brain.     Her  thoughts  had  fiown  to  t^ZT 
whon,  she  had  once  known,  and  who  was  no,  dead      She 
had  beheved  his  horse  had  died  with  h,n>.    Ind  now  Ihe 
strange  apparition  had  yieMed  up  it,  secret     Th"bea« 
had  been  traced  ,0  the  old,  familiar  haunt,  and  what  had 
^^2^o„ly  susptcion  had  suddenly    beco'n.e  .  sUrtlin'g 

That'^UGold''n*r''V''V"''^'''  "''"'  '*'"■■'  ""d^rsand. 

and  after  two  years."  "~ 

Her  companion  still  seemed  dense 

Eagle P'-'th: name  s'  repeated  questioningly.     .-Golden 
prehend.  "^  ^'""''"  ^"^  ^'  ^^^'^  to  com- 

Va2^v^?'\'^'' f'^  ^'^'^'^  °"'  impatiently.     "Gol.len 
Eagle-Peter  Ret.efs  horse.     The  grandest  beast  thlt 
stepped  the  prairie.     See.   h..  is   Lping   wa "    o-Vh^ 

oTttd^a^"'"'"^^-^'^^^-^^''''^"^-^^'^^  - '^e r;';; 

c\ll^!^^  K*"''  •''"'■'  '^"  ^*""'  °f  P«»«^  Retief."  Bill  ex- 
claimed,  his   interest   centnnu  chieflv  unnn   tk 

valley  before  him.  ^  ^°°   *^^  >"^^"'"g 

Sav  ^Bin~I°"°''  T  ''°^''^'  '"^  "'"'"  g^^  "ght  along  down 
bay,  Bill,  we  must  roun.i  that  animal  up  " 

For  a  fleeting  spac.  the  mar.  looked  dubious  then   with 
hps  pursed,  and  a  qmet  ,00.  of  resolution  1' i«  "C 
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eyes,  he  followed  in  his  companion's  wake  The  grandeur 
— the  solitude— the  mystery  and  associations,  conveyed  by 
the  girl's  words,  of  the  place  were  upon  him.  These  things 
had  set  him  thinking. 

The  tortuous  course  of  that  perilous  descent  occupied 
their  full  attention,  but,  at  length,  they  reached  the  valley 
in  safety.  Now,  indeed,  was  a  wonderful  scene  disclosed. 
Far  as  the  eye  could  reach  the  great  hollow  extended. 
Deep  and  narrow;  deep  in  the  heart  of  the  hills  which 
towered  upon  either  side  to  heights,  for  the  most  part,  in- 
accessible, precipitous.  It  was  a  wondrous  gulch,  hidden 
and  unsuspected  in  the  foothills,  and  protected  by  those 
amazing  wilds,  in  which  the  ignorant  or  unwary  must  infall- 
ibly be  lost.  It  was  a  perfect  pasture,  a  perfect  hiding- 
place,  watered  by  a  broad  running  stream;  sheltered  from 
all  cold  and  storm.  No  wonder  then  that  the  celebrated 
outlaw,  Peter  Retief,  had  chosen  it  for  his  iiaunt  and  the 
harbourage  of  his  ill-gotten  stock. 

With  characteristic  method  the  two  set  about  "  roping  " 
the  magnificent  crested  horse  they  had  come  to  capture. 
They  soon  found  that  he  was  wild— timid  as  a  hare.  Their 
task  looked  as  though  it  would  be  one  of  some  difficulty. 

At  first  Golden  Eagle  raced  recklessly  from  point  to 
point.  And  so  long  as  this  lasted  his  would-be  captors 
could  do  little  but  endeavour  to  "head  "  him  from  one  to 
the  other,  in  the  hope  of  getting  him  within  range  of  the 
rope.  Then  he  seemed  suddenly  to  change  his  mind,  and, 
with  a  quick  double,  galloped  towards  the  side  of  the  great 
chasm.  A  cry  of  delight  escaped  ♦he  girl  as  she  saw  this. 
The  horse  was  making  for  the  mouth  r(  a  small  cavern 
which  had  been  boarded  over,  and,  judging  by  the  door 
and  window  in  the  woodwork,  had  evidently  been  used  as  a 
dwelling  or  a  stable.  It  was  the  same  instinct  which  led 
him  to  this  place  that  had  caused  the  horse  to  remain  for 
two  years  the  solitary  tenant  of  the  valley.  The  girl  under- 
stood,  and  drew  her  companion'?  attention.    The  capture 
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•t  once  became  easy.  Keeping  dear  of  the  cave  they 
cautiously  herded  their  quarry  towards  it.  Golden  Eaale 
was  docle  enough  until  he  reached  the.  to  him,  familiar 
door.  Then,  when  he  found  that  his  pursuers  still 
contmued  to  press  in  u,.on  him,  he  took  alarm,  and, 
throwmg  up  h,s  head,  with  a  wild,  defiant  snort  he  made  • 
bolt  for  the  open. 

Instantly  two  lariats  whirled  through  the  air  towards  the 
crested  neck.  One  missed  its  mark,  but  the  other  fell,  true 
as  a  gun-shot  over  the  small,  thoroughbred  head.  It  was 
Tacky  s  rope  which  had  found  its  mark.  A  hitch  round  the 
horn  of  her  saddle,  and  her  horse  threw  himself  back  with 
her  forefeet  braced,  and  faced  the  captive.  Then  the  rope 
tightened  with  a  jerk  which  taxed  its  rawhide  strands  to 
their  utmost.  Instantly  Golden  Eagle,  after  two  years- 
freedom,  stood  still;  he  knew  that  once  more  he  mu.t 
return  to  captivity. 
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CHAPTER  VIII 

TOLD   IN    BAD    MAN's    HOLLOW 

JACKY  held  her  treasure   fast.     The  choking  grip  of  the 
running  noose  quieted  Golden  Eagle  into  perfm  docility 
Bunn.ng-Ford  was  off  his  horse  in  a  monient.     Approaching 
the  pnmmve  dwelling  he  forced  open  the  crazy  door     i? 
was  a  patchwork  affair  and  swung  back  on  a  pair  of  hinges 
which  lamented  loudly  as  the  accumulations  of  rust  wire 
hllfl      H     '^i^! /"^^"°'-  ''^'  essentially  suggestive  of  the 
half-breed,  and  h.s  guess  at  its  purpose  had  been  a  shrewd 
one      Part  storehouse  for  forage,  part  bedroom,  and  part 
stable.  It   presented  a  squalid  appearance.     The  portion 
devoted  to  stable-room  was  far  in  the  back;   the  curious 
Sow"'  ''^''^  ^°"st'tuted  the  bed  was  placed  under  the 

The  tnan  propped  the  door  open,  and  then  went  to 
relieve  the  girl  from  the  strain  of  holding  her  captive. 
Seizing  the  lariat  he  gripped  it  tightly  and  proceeded  to 
pass  slowly,  hand  over  hand,  towards  the  beautiful,  wild- 
eyed  chestnut.  Golden  Eagle  seemed  to  understand  for 
presently,  the  tension  of  the  rope  relaxed.     For  a  moment 

<<t'  '^'^p  n^"^  ^'"'■^""y  ^'°""^  ^"'^  ^"°^t«d,  then,  as 
Lord    Bill  determinedly  attempted  to  lead  him,  he  threw 
himself  backward.     His  rebellion  lasted  but  for  an  instant 
for,  presently,  drooping  his  proud  head  as  though  in  token 

u-^'uTfT  ^'  ^°"°^'^  ^''  "^P^°^  ^"'etly  into  the  stable 
wmch  ha-^  always  been  his. 
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The  girl  dismounted,  and,   shortly  after,  "Lord"   Bill 
rejoined  her. 

"  Well  ?  "  she  asked,  her  questioning  eyes  turned  in  the 
direction  of  the  cave. 

S.  !?^''»""f  T""/^"  ^'"  '"p''*^^  ^"'^^'y-  ^•'-'"^'■"8  ^t  his 

watch  He  looked  up  at  the  chilly  sky,  then  he  seated 
li.mself  on  the  edge  of  a  boulder  which  reposed  beside  the 
entrance  to  the  stable.  "We've  just  got  two  hours  and  a 
half  before  dark,"  he  added  slowly.  "  That  means  an  hour 
in  which  to  talk."  Then  he  quietly  prepared  to  roll  a 
cigarette.  "Now,  Jacky,  let's  have  your  yarn  first;  after 
that  you  shall  hear  mine." 

He  leisurely  proceeded  to  pick  over  the  tobacco  before 
rolling  It  m  the  paper.  He  was  usually  par  ^.ular  about  his 
smoke.  He  centred  his  attention  upon  t.^.-  matter  now, 
purposely,  so  as  to  give  his  companion  a  chance  to  tell  he^ 
story  freely.  He  anticipated  that  what  she  had  to  tell 
would  affec  t  her  nearly.  But  his  surmise  of  the  direction  in 
which  she  would  be  affected  proved  totally  incorrect.  Her 
first  words  told  him  this. 

She  hesitated  only  for  the  fraction  of  a  second,  then  she 
phinged  into  her  story  with  a  directness  which  was  always 

brother "  ''   ^^"^   ^^"''    "°"°^'-he-he  was   my  half- 
So  the  stories  of  the  gossips  were  not  true.     Bill  gave  a 
compr.  iiensive  nod,  but  offered  no  comment.     Her  state 
ment  appeared  to  him  to  need  none.     It  explained  itself- 
she  was  speaking  of  Peter  Retief.  ' 

"Mother  was  a  widow  when  she  married  father— widow 
with  one  son.     Mother  was  a  half-breed." 

An  impressive  silence  ensued.  For  a  moment  a  black 
shadow  swept  across  the  valley.  It  was  a  dense  flight  of 
geese  wmging  their  way  ba<:k  to  the  north,  as  the  warm 
sun  melted  the  snow  and  furnished  them  with  well-watered 
feeding-grounds.     The  frogs  were  chirruping  loudly  down 
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at  the  edge  of  the    stream  which   trickled   its  way  ever 
southwards.     She  went  on. 

"  Mother  and  Peter  settled  at  Foss  River  at  different 
times.  They  never  hit  it  off.  No  one  knew  that  there 
was  any  relationship  between  them  up  at  the  camp 
Mother  lived  in  her  own  shack.  Peter  located  himself 
elsewhere.  Guess  it's  only  five  years  since  I  learned  these 
things.  Peter  was  fifteen  years  older  than  I.  I  take 
It  they  made  him  '  bad '  from  the  start.  Poor  Peter  '—still 
he  was  my  half-brother."  ' 

She  conveyed  a  world  of  explanation  in  her  last  sentence. 
There  was  a  tender,  far-away  look  in  her  great,  sorrowful 
eyes  as  she  told  her  jerky  story.      "  Lord  "  Bill  allowed 
hmiself  a  s.de-long  glance  in  her  direction,  then  he  turned 
his  eyes  towards  the  south  end  of  the  valley,  and  some- 
thing very  like  a  sigh    escaped    him.     She    had  struck  a 
sympathetic  chord  in  his  heart.     He  longed  to  comfort  her. 
There  s  no   use   in   reckoinng   up  Peter's  acts.     You 
know  em  as  well  as  I  do.  Bill.     He  was  slick— was  Peter  » 
she  went  on,  with  an  inflection  of  satisfaction.     She  was 
returning  to  a  lighter  manner  as  she  contemplated  the  cattle- 
thief's  successes.     "  Cattle,  mail-trains,  mail-carts-nothing 
came  amiss  to  him.     In  his  own   line  Peter  was  a  Jo- 
dandy."    Her  face  flushed  as  she  proceeded.     The  half- 
breed   blood   in    her  was    stirred    in    all    its   passionate 
strength.       "But   he'd    never    have    slipped    the  coyote 
sheriffs  or  the  slick  red-coats  so  long  as  he  did  without 
my  help.     Say,  Bill,"  leaning  forward  eagerly  and  peering 
mtohis  face  with  her  beautiful  glowing  eyes,  "for  three 
years  I  just-just  lived!    Poor  Peter  !    Guess  I'm  reckoned 
kind  of  handy  'round  a  bunch  of  steers.     There  aren't 
many  who  can  hustle  me.     You  know  that.     All  the  boys 
on    the  round-up  know   that.      And   why?      Because   I 
learnt  the  business  from  Peter— and  Peter  taught  me  to 
shoot  quick  and  straight.     Those  three  years  taught  me 
a  deal,  and  I  take  it  those  things    didn't  happen  for 
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nothing,"  with  a  moody,  introspective  gaze.  "  Those  years 
taught  me  how  to  look  after  myself-and  my  uncle.  Say 
Bill,  what  I'm  telling  you  may  sicken  you  some  I 
cant  help  that.  Peter  was  my  brother  and  blood's 
thicker  than  water.  I  wasn't  going  to  let  him  be  hunted 
down  by  a  lot  of  bloodthirsty  coyotes  who  were  no  bettt-r 
than  he.  I  wasn't  going  to  let  my  mother's  flesh  feed 
the  crows  from  the  end  of  a  lariat.  I  helped  Peter  to 
steer  dear  of  the  law-lynch  at  that-and  if  he  fell  at  la.t  i 
victim  to  the  sucking  muck  of  the  muskeg,  it  was  (iod  s 
judgment  and  not  man's-that's  good  enough  for  me. 
Id  do  It  all  again,  I  guess,  if— if  Peter  were  alive." 

"Peter  had  some  shooting  on  the  account  against  him  " 
«n,id  Bill,  without  raising  his  eyes  from  the  contemplation 
uf  his  cigarette.  The  girl  smiled.  The  smile  hovered 
for  a  moment  round  her  mouth  and  eyes,  and  then  passed 
leaving  her  sweet,  dark  face  bathed  in  the  shadow  of  regret' 
She  understood  the  drift  of  his  remark  but  in  no  wav 
resented  it.  ^ 

"No,  Bill,  I  steered  clear  of  that.  I'd  have  shot  to 
save  Peter,  but  it  never  came  to  that.  Whatever  shooting 
Peter  did  was  done  on  his-lonely.  I  jibbed  at  a  frolic 
that  u.  -ant— shooting.  Peter  never  let  me  dirty  my  hands 
to  that  extent.  Guess  I  just  helped  him  and  kept  him 
posted.  If  I'd  had  law,  they'd  have  called  me  accessory 
after  the  fact."  ' 

"  Lord ''  Bill  pondered.     His  lazy  eyes  were  half-closed. 
He  looked  indifferent  but  his  thoughts  were  flowing  fast 
This  girl's  story  had  given  a  fillip  to  a  wild  plan  which 
had  almost  unconsciously  found  place  in  his  active  brain 
Now  he  raised  his  eyes  to  her  face  and  was  astonished  at 
the  setness  of  its  expression.     She  reminded  him  of  those 
women  in  history  whose  deeds  had,  at  various  periods 
shaken  the  foundations  of  empires.     There  was  a  deep 
smouldering  fire  in  her  eyes,  for  which  only  the  native 
blood  in  her  veins  could  account.     Her  beautiful  face 
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was  clouded  beneath  a  sombre  shadow  which  is  so  often 
accredited  as  a  presage  of  tragedy.  Surely  her  expression 
was  one  of  a  great,  passionate  nature,  of  a  soul  capable  o'  a 
wondrous  love,  or  of  a  wondrous— hate.  She  had  seated 
herself  upon  the  ground  with  the  -  .reless  abandon  ot  one 
used  to  such  a  resting-place.  Her  trim  riding-boots  were 
displayed  from  beneath  the  hem  of  her  coarse  dungaree 
habit.  Her  Stetson  hat  was  pushed  back  on  her  head, 
leaving  the  broad  low  forehead  exposed.  Her  black 
waving  hair  streamed  ab,mt  her  face,  a  perfect  framing 
for  the  Van  Dyke  colouring  of  her  skin.  She  was  verv 
beautiful.  ' 

The  nan  shifted  his  position. 

"  Tell  me,"  he  went  on,  gazing  over  towards  where  a 
flock  of  wild  ducks  had  suddenly  settled  upon  a  reedy 
swamp,  and  were  noisily  revelling  in  the  water,  "did  your 
uncle  know  anything  about  this  ?  " 

"Not  a    soul   on   God's   earth   knew.      Did   you  ever 
suspect  anything?" 
Bill  shook  his  head. 

"  Not  a  thing.  I  was  as  well  posted  on  the  subject  o' 
Peter  as  anyone.  Sometimes  I  thought  it  curious  that 
old  John's  stock  and  my  own  were  never  interfered  with. 
But  I  had  no  suspicion  of  the  truth.  Peter's  relationship 
to  your  mother— did  the  Breeds  in  the  settlement  know 
anything  of  it  ?  " 

"No — I  alone  knew." 
"Ah!" 

The  girl  looked  curiously  into  her  companion's  face 
The  tone  of  his  exclamation  startled  her.  She  wondered 
towards  what  end  his  questions  were  leading.  His  face 
was  inscrutable;  she  gained  no  inspiration  from  it.  There 
was  a  short  pause.  Slie  wondered  anxiously  how  her  story 
had  affected  him  in  regard  to  herself.  After  all.  she  was 
only  a  woman— a  woman  of  strong  affections  and  deep 
feelings.     Her  hardihood,  her  mannish  self-reliance,  were 
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but  outer  coverings,  the  result  of  the  surroundings  of  her 
daily  hfe.  She  feared  lest  he  should  turn  from  her  in 
utter  loathing. 

The  Hon.  Bunning-Ford  had  no  such  thoughts,  how- 
ever. Twenty-four  hours  ago  her  story  might  have  startled 
him  But  now  it  was  different.  His  was  as  wild  and 
reckless  a  nature  as  her  own.  Law  and  order  were 
matters  wl.ich  he  regarded  in  the  light  of  personal  in- 
clinations. He  had  seen  too  much  of  the  early  life  on 
the  praine  to  be  horrified  by  the  part  this  courageous 
girl  had  t .ken  in  her  bloud-relative's  interests.  Under 
other  c.numstances  "Lord"  Bill  might  well  have  de- 
veloped into  a  "bad  man"  himself.  As  it  was  his 
sympathies  were  always  with  those  whose  daring  led 
them  into  ways  of  danger  and  risk  of  personal  safety 

"How  far  does  this  valley  extend?"  he  asked  abruptly 
stepping  over  as  though  to  obtain  a  view  of  the  southern 
extremity  of  the  mysterious  hollow. 

"Guess  we  reckoned  it  300  miles.  Dead  straight  into 
the  heart  of  the  mountains,  then  out  again  sharply  into 
the  foot-hills  thirty  miles  south  of  the  border.  It  comes 
to  an  end  in  Montana." 

"And  Peter  disposed  of  his  stock  that  way-all  by  him- 
self?   he  asked,  returning  to  his  seat  upon  the  boulder 

.  'lu^^J'^c  ^'7T^^'"  '^^  ^'^  '^P^*^^^'  «g^'"  wondering 
at  the  drift  of  his  questions.     "  My  help  only  extended 

as  far  as  this  place.  Peter  used  to  fatten  his  stock 
right  here  and  then  run  them  down  into  Montana. 
Down  there  no  one  knew  where  he  came  from,  and  so 
wonderfully  is  this  place  hidden  that  he  was  never 
traced.  There  is  only  one  approach  to  it,  and  that's 
across  the  keg.  In  winter  that  can  be  crossed  any- 
where, but  no  sane  persons  would  trust  themselves  in 
the  foothills  at  that  time  of  year.  For  the  rest  it  can 
only  be  crossed  by  the  secret  path.  This  valley  is  a 
perfecUy-hidden  natural  road  for  illicit  traffic." 
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"Wonderful."  The  man  permitted  a  smile  to  spread 
over  his  thin,  eagle  face.  "Peter's  supposed  to  have 
made  a  pile  of  money." 

"Yes,  I  guess  Peter  sunk  a  pile  of  dollnrs.  He  hid  his 
bills  right  here  in  the  valley,"  Jacky  replied,  smiling  back 
mto  the  indolent  face  before  her.  Then  her  face  became 
serious  again.  "The  secret  of  its  hiding-place  died  with 
him— it's  buried  deep  down  in  the  reeking  keg." 

"And  you're  sure  he  died  in  the  'reeking  keg'?" 
Theie  was  a  sharp  intonation  in  the  question.  The 
matter  seemed  to  be  of  importance  in  the  story. 

Jacky  half  started  at  the  eagerness  with  which  the 
question  was  put.  She  paused  for  an  instant  before 
replying. 

"I  believe  he  died  there,"  she  said  at  length,  like  one 
weighing  her  words  well,  "but  it  was  never  clearly 
proved.  Most  people  think  that  he  simply  cleared  out 
of  the  country.  I  picked  up  his  hat  close  beside  the 
path,  and  the  crust  of  the  keg  had  been  broken.  Yes, 
I  believe  he  died  in  the  muskeg.  Had  he  lived  I 
should  have  known." 

"But  how  comes  it  that  Golden  Eagle  is  still  alive? 
Surely  Peter  would  never  have  crossed  the  keg  on  foot." 

The  girl  looked  perplexed  for  a  moment.  But  her 
conviction  was  plainly  evident. 

"  No— he  wouldn't  have  walked.    Peter  drank  some." 
"  I  see." 

"Once  I  saved  him  from  taking  the  wrong  track  at 
the  point  where  the  path  forks.  He'd  been  drinking 
then.  Yes,"  with  a  quiet  assurance,  "I  think  he  died 
in  the  keg." 

Her  companion  seemed  to  have  come  to  the  end  of 
his  cross-examination.  He  suddenly  rose  from  his  seat. 
The  chattering  of  the  ducks  in  the  distance  caused  him 
to  turn  his  head.  Then  he  turned  again  to  the  girl 
before  him.      The  indolence  had  gone  from  his  eyei. 
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His  face  was  set,  and  the  firm  pursing  cf  his  lips  spoke 
of  a  determination  arrived  at.  He  gazed  down  at  the 
recumbent  figure  upon  the  ground.  There  was  some- 
thing in  his  gaze  which  made  the  girl  lower  her  eyes 
and  look  far  out  down  the  valley. 

"This  brother  of  yours— he  was  tall  and  thin?" 

The  girl  nodded. 

"Am  I  right  in  my  recollection  of  him  when  I  say 
that  he  was  possessed  of  a  dark,  dark  face,  lantern  jaws, 
thin — and  high,  prominent  cheek-bones?" 

••That's  so." 

She  faced  him  inquiringly  as  she  answered  his  eager 
questions. 

"  Ah  ! " 

He  quickly  turned  again  in  the  direction  of  the  noisy 
water-fowl.  Their  rollicking  gambols  sounded  joyously 
on  the  brooding  atnio-phcre  of  the  place.  The  wintry 
chill  in  the  air  was  fast  ousting  the  balmy  breath  of 
spring.     It  was  a  warning  of  the  lateness  of  the  hour. 

••Now  listen  to  nie,"  he  went  on  presently,  turning 
again  from  the  contemplation  of  his  weird  surroundings. 
'•I  lost  all  that  was  left  to  me  from  the  wreck  of  my 
little  ranch  this  afternoon  —  no,  not  to  Lablache,"  as 
the  girl  was  about  to  pronounce  the  hated  name,  ••  but," 
with  a  wintry  smile,  •'to  another  friend  of  yours,  Tedro 
Mancha.  I  also  discovered,  this  afternoon,  the  source 
of  Lablache's  phenomenal — lurk.  He  has  systematically 
robbed  both  your  uncle  and  myself — "  He  broke  off 
with  a  bitter  laugh. 

"  My  God  I " 

The  girl  had  sprung  to  her  feet  in  her  agitation.  And  a 
rage  indescribable  flamed  into  her  face.  The  fury  there  ex- 
pressed appalled  him,  and  he  stood  for  a  moment  waiting 
for  it  to  abate.  What  terrible  cepths  had  he  delved  into? 
The  hidden  fires  of  a  passionate  nature  are  more  easily 
kept  under  than  checked  in  their  blasting  career  when  once 
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the  restraining  will  power  is  removed.     For  an  instant  it 
seemed  that  she  must  choke.     Then  she  hurled  he^SL 
into  one  brief,  hissing  sf^ntcnce.  ^ 

"Lablache— I  hate  him  !  " 

And  the  man  realised  that  he  must  continue  his  story. 
Ves,  we  lost  our  money  not  fairly,  but  by-cheating 
I  am  rumed  and  your  uncle-"     Bill  shrugged  ^' 

My  uncle— God  help  him  !  " 

JWu""  T  ^"""^  '^^  ''"'^  ^"^^"^  of  his  losses.  Tacky-ex- 
cept  that  they  have  probably  trebled  mine  " 

T  Jl!",'  ^  ^"''!;' '°  ""^^^  '*'""'  '^"^  h°""d  has  robbed  him ,» 
Jacky  answered,  m  a  tone  of  such  bitter  hatred  as  to  cause 

^ITrT'^^'r''  "'"'"''y^^  ^^^  passionate  young 
face  before  him.     "I   know,  only  too  well.      And   riVht 

thoroughly  has  Lablache  done  his  work.     Say,  Bil^do  tni 

twThund'  ^':;,  ^^""^/°^^^  mortgages  on  our  ranchC 

poker     tr  tw     .""'  '°"'"  '     ''"'  ^'^^'^>'  ^'^^  ^^  "*  -  ^^^ 
surtn  .^°^'r^^>'.y^^^^'  "ght  through,  he  has  steadily 

Ve'^e?  ?   hh  r  T'  'u""'  '  brandin,-iron  than  does 
Verner   Lablache   about  his  business.      For  everv  dnlln, 

papt  hl^^lhf^d"^^'^  him  sign  a  mortgage"  TJIrylZ 
paper  ha.    he  old  man  had  to  redeem  in  that  way.     What 
has  done  lately-I  mean  uncle-I  can't  say.      But  Lab 
lache  held  those  mortgages  nearly  a  year  ago."  ^' 

•Whew--'  "Lord"   Bill   whistled    under  his    breath 
•Gee-whittaker.      It's  worse   than   I   thought.      .Poke?' 
John  s  losses  during  the  last  winter,  to  my  knowledge,  must 
have  amounted  to  nearly  six  figure.-the  devil !  » 
•'  Ruin,  ruin,  ruin  ! " 

The  girl  for  a  moment  allowed  womanly  feeling  to  over- 
come  her,  for,  as  her  companion  added  his  last  item  to  the 
vast  sum  which  she  had  quoted,  she  saw,  in  all  it  Cible 

denK  f"''^  k'  TY  '"  ""'^'^'^  P°^'^^--    Then  she  sud 
denly  forced  back  the  tears  which  had  struggled  into  her 
eyes,  and,  with  indomitable  courage,  faced  the  catastrophe. 
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"  But  can't  we  fight  him  -  cant  we  give  him—' 

"Law?      I'm  afraiu  nut,"   iJill  intc;rrupted.      "Ome  a 

mortgage  is  signed  the  debt  is  no  longer  a  gambling  debt 

Law  IS  of  no  use  to  us,   especially   here  on    the   prairie. 

I  here  is  only  one  law  which  can  save  us.     I^blache  must 

disgorge." 

"Yes— yes!  For  every  dollar  he  has  stolen  let  him  pay 
ten."  ^  ' 

The  passionate  fire  in  her  eyes  burned  more  steadily  now 
It  was  the  fire  which  is  unquenchable— the  fire  of  a  lasting 
bate,  vengeful,  terrible.     Then  her  tone  dropped  to  a  con 
templative  soliloquy. 

"  But  how  ? "  she  murmured,  looking  away  towards  the 
stream  in  the  heart  of  the  valley,  as  though  in  search  of 
inspiration. 

Bunning-Ford  smiled  as   he   heard   the   half-whispered 
question.     But  his  smile  was  not  pleasant  to  look  upon 
All  the  latent  recklessness  which  might  have  made  of  him 
a  good  soldier  or  a  great  scoundrel  was  roused  in  him. 
He  was  passing  the  boundary  which  divides  the  old  Adam 
which  is  in  every  man,  from  the  veneer  of  early  training! 
He   was    mutely— unconsciously— calling   to   his  aid   the 
savage  instincts  which  the  best  of  men  are  not  without. 
His  face  expressed  something  of  what  was  passing  within 
his  active  brain,  and  the  girl  before  him,  as  she  turned  and 
watched  the  working  features,  usually  so  placid— indifferent 
knew  that  she  was  to  see  a  side  of  his  character  always  sus- 
pected by  her  but  never  before  made  apparent.    His  thoughts 
at  last  found  vent  in  words  of  almost  painful  intensity. 

"How?"  he  said,  repeating  the  question  as  though  it 
had  been  addressed  to  himself.  "He  shall  pay— pay  1 
Everlastingly  pay !  So  long  as  I  have  life— and  liberty,  he 
shall  pay!" 

Then  as  if  anticipating  a  request  for  explanation  he  told 
her  the  means  by  which  Lablache  had  consistently  cheated. 
The  girl  listened,  speechless  with  amazement.     She  hung 
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Yes,  shooting's  no 
What  do  you  pro- 
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upon  liis  every  word.     At  the  conclusion  of  his  story  she 

put  an  alirupt  (jucstion. 

"  And  you  gave  no  sign  ?     He  doesn't  suspect  that  vou 
know?"  ' 

"  He  sus{)ects  nothing." 
"Good.     You  are  real  smart,  Bill. 
{,'ood.     This  is  no  case  for  shooting, 
pose  ?     I  see  you  mean  business." 

The  man  was  still  stniling  but  his  smile  had  suddenly 
ch  ing^id  to  one  of  kindly  humour. 

"First  of  all,  Jacky,"  he  said,  taking  a  step  towards  her, 
"I  can  do  nothing'  without  your  help.  I  propose-  that  you 
share  this  task  with  me.  No,  no,  I  don't  mean  in  that 
way,"  a  ••  she  commenced  to  assure  him  of  her  assistance. 
"  What  I  mean  is  that— that  I  love  you,  dear.  I  want  you 
to  give  me  the  right  to  prote;t— your  uncle." 

He  finished  up  with  his  hands  stretched  out  towards  her. 
Golden  Eagle  stirred  in  his  stable,  and  the  two  heard  him 
whinny  as  if  in  approval.  Then  as  the  girl  made  no 
answer  Bill  went  on  :  "Jacky,  I  am  a  ruined  man.  I  have 
nothing,  but  I  love  yri  better  than  life  itself.  We  now 
have  a  common  purpo^    m  life.     Let  us  work  together." 

His  voice  sank  to  a  tender  whisper.  He  loved  this 
motherless  girl  who  was  fighting  the  battle  of  life  single- 
handed  against  overwhelming  odds,  with  all  the  strength 
of  his  nature.  He  had  loved  her  ever  since  she  had  reached 
woman's  estate.  In  asking  fo,  a  return  of  his  afiections 
now  he  fully  realised  the  cruelty  of  his  course.  He  knew 
that  the  future— his  future— was  to  be  given  up  to  the 
pursuit  of  a  terrible  revenge.  And  he  knew  that,  in  linking 
herself  with  him,  she  would  perforce  be  dragged  into  what- 
evei- wrong-doing  his  contemplated  revenge  might  lead  him. 
And  yet  he  dared  not  pause.  It  all  seemed  so  plain— so 
natural — that  they  should  journey  through  the  crooked 
paths  of  the  future  together.  Was  she  not  equally  deter 
mined  upon  a  terrible  revenge? 
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He  waited  in  patience  for  his  answer.  Suddenly  she 
looked  up  into  his  face  and  gently  placed  her  hands  in  his. 
He'  answer  came  with  simple  directness. 

"  Do  you  really,  liijl  ?  I  am  glad— yes,  glad  right  through. 
I  love  you,  tou.  Say,  you're  sure  you  don't  think  badly  of 
me  because— because  I'm  Peter's  sister?" 

There  was  a  smiling,  half-tearful  look  in  her  eyes— those 
expressive  eyes  which,  but  a  moment  before,  had  burnt  with 
a  vengeful  fire— as  she  asked  the  question.     After  all  her 
j  nature  was  wondrously  simple. 

••  Why  should  I,  dear  ?  "  he  replied,  bending  and  kissing 
the  gauiukted  hands  which  rested  so  lovingly  in  his. 
"My  life  has  scarcely  been  a  Garden  of  Eden  before  the 
Fall.  And  I  don't  suppose  my  future,  even  should  I  escape 
the  laws  of  man,  is  likely  to  be  most  creditable.  Your  past 
JS  your  own— I  have  no  right  nor  wish  to  criticise.  Hence- 
forth we  are  united  in  a  conmion  cause.  Our  hand  is  turned 
against  one  whose  power  in  this  part  of  the  country  is  almost 
absolute.  When  we  have  wrested  his  property  from  him, 
to  the  uttermost  farthing,  we  will  cry  quits—" 

"And  on  the  day  that  sees  Labiache's  downfall,  Bill,  I 
will  become  your  wife." 

There  was  a  pause.  Then  Hill  drew  her  towards  him 
and  they  sealed  the  compact  with  one  long  embrace.  They 
were  roused  to  the  matters  of  the  moment  by  another 
whmny  from  Golden  Eagle,  who  was  chafing  at  his  forced 
imprisonment. 

The  two  stood  back  from  one  another,  hand  in  hand, 
and  smiled  as  they  listened  to  the  tuneful  plaint,  Then  the 
man  unfolded  a  wonderful  plan  to  th^s  girl  whom  he  loved 
Her  willing  ears  drank  in  the  details  like  one  whose  heart 
IS  set  with  a  great  purpose.  They  also  talked  of  their  love 
in  their  own  practical  way.  There  was  little  display  of 
sentiment.  They  understood  without  that.  Their  future 
was  not  alluring,  unless  something  of  the  man's  strange 
Olan  appealed  to  the  wild  nature  of  the  prairie  which  by 
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association,  has  somehow  become  affiliated  with  theirs.  In 
that  quiet,  evening-ht  valley  these  two  people  arranged  to 
set  aside  the  laws  of  man  and  deal  out  justice  as  they 
understood  it.  An  eye  for  an  eye— a  tooth  for  a  tooth ; 
fortune  favouring,  a  cent,  per  cent,  interest  in  each  case. 
The  laws  of  the  prairie,  in  those  days  always  uncertain, 
were  more  often  governed  by  human  passions  than  the  calm 
equity  of  unbiassed  jurymen.  And  who  shall  say  that  their 
idea  of  justice  was  wrong  ?  Two  "  wrongs,"  it  has  been  said, 
do  not  make  one  "right."  But  surely  it  is  not  a  human 
policy  when  smote  upon  one  cheek  to  turn  the  other  for  a 
similar  ch-istisement. 

"Then  we  leave  Golden  Eagle  where  he  is,"  said  Jacky, 
as  she  remounted  her  horse  and  they  prepared  to  return 
home. 

"Yes.  I  will  see  to  him,"  Bill  replied,  urging  his  horse 
mto  a  canter  towards  the  winding  ascent  which  was  to  take 
ihem  home. 

The  ducks  frolicking  in  their  watery  playground  chattered 
and  flapped  their  heavy  winjj;s.  The  frogs  in  their  reedy 
beds  croaked  and  chirruped  without  ceasing.  And  who 
shall  s.iy  how  much  they  had  heard,  or  had  seen,  or  knew 
of  that  compact  sealed  in  Bad  Man's  Hollow  ? 
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CHAPTER   IX 
lablache's    "coup" 

hZ'^'T  ""^i  ""^'"J  '"  *  comfortable  basket  chair  in  his 
1  ttle  back  office.     He  preferred  a  basket  chair-he  knew 

1  U  ^'  '''  ^"^^  °^^^^  ^h^'^«  °f  -  less  yLldinI 
nature  but  they  were  useless  to  support  his  weight /he  had 
broken  too  many,  and  they  were  expensive-thefe  is  nothing 
more  durable  than  a  strong  basket  chair.  Lablache  appre 
c.ated  strength  combined  with  durability,  especially  when 
the  mutal  outlay  was  reduced  to  a  minimum  ^ 

H,s  slippered  feet  were  posted  on  the  lower  part  of  the 
self-feedmg  stove  and  he  gazed  down,  deep  in  thought,  a! 

Ihe  Sot"  '"  ^'""^  ^''^"^'^  *^«  °>'-  ^'^es  of 

A  clock  was  ticking  away  with  that  peculiar,  vibrating 

"Sm-'xth  "'  ^h^?r'"^  ^^^  cheap 'American' 
alarm.  The  bare  wood  of  the  desk  aggravated  the  sound 
and.  m  the  stillness  of  the  little  room.'the  nol  pounded 
exasperattngly  on  the  car-drums.  From  time  to^tre  he 
turned  h.s  great  head,  and  his  lashless  eyes  peered  o^er  at 
thepaperdialofthe  clock.  Once  or  twiL  hfs  trtd Tith 
a  suggestion  of  impatience.  At  times  his  heavy  breathing 
became  louder  and  shorter,  and  he  seemed  about  to  gve 
expression  to  some  irritable  thought 

the^'tove'  ^Th'"'t  ""T'f  '"^  '^  ^^"^^^^  ^'^  ^eet  from 
Ifth  ,H  u  '  ^'^^Jy^^'^^d  himselffrom  the  depths 
of  the  yieldmg  cha.r.  His  slippered  feet  shuffled  over^ 
flour  as  he  moved  towards  the  window.     The  blind  wal 
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down,  but  he  drew  it  aside  and  wiped  the  steam  from  the 
glass  pane  with  his  soft,  fat  hand.  The  night  was  black- 
he  could  see  nothing  of  the  outside  world.  It  was  nearly 
an  hour  since  he  had  left  the  saloon  where  he  had  been 
playing  poker  with  John  Allandale.  He  appeared  to  be 
waiting  for  someone,  and  he  wanted  to  go  to  bed. 

Once  more  he  returned  to  his  complaining  chair  and 
lowered  himself  into  it.  The  minutes  slipped  by.  Lablache 
did  not  want  to  smoke  ;  he  felt  that  he  must  do  something 
to  soothe  his  impatience,  so  he  chewed  at  the  quicks  of  his 
finger-nails. 

Presently  there  came  a  tap  at  the  window.  The  money- 
lender ponderously  rose,  and,  cautiously  opening  the  door, 
admitted  the  dark,  unkempt  form  of  Pedro  Mancha.  There 
was  no  greeting ;  neither  spoke  until  Lablache  had  again 
secured  the  door.  Then  the  money-lender  turned  his  fishy 
eyes  and  mask-like  face  to  the  newcomer.  He  did  not 
suggest  that  his  visitor  should  sit  down.  He  merely  looked 
with  his  cold,  cruel  eyes,  and  spoke. 

"Well?— been  drinking." 

The  latter  part  of  his  remark  was  an  assertion.  He 
knew  the  Mexican  well.  The  fellow  had  an  expressive 
countenance,  unlike  most  of  his  race,  and  the  least  sign  of 
drink  was  painfully  apparent  upon  it.  The  man  was  not 
drunk  but  his  wild  eyes  testified  to  his  recent  libations. 

"Guess  you've  hit  it  right  thar,"he  retorted  indifferently. 

It  was  noticeable  that  this  man  had  adopted  the  high- 
pitched,  keen  tone  and  pronounced  accent  of  the  typical 
"  South- Westerner."  In  truth  he  was  a  border  Mexican ;  a 
type  of  man  closely  allied  to  the  "  greaser."  He  was  a  per- 
fect scoundrel,  who  had  doubtless  departed  from  his  native 
land  for  the  benefit  of  that  fair  but  swarming  hornet's  nest. 

"  It's  a  pity  when  you  have  business  on  hand  you  can't 
leave  that  'str-f '  alone." 

Lablache  made  no  effort  to  conceal  his  contempt.  He 
even  allowed  his  mask-like  face  to  emphasise  his  words. 
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LABLACHE'S  COUP 

wo7rK^  ^^^""'^^'^  pertickler,  mister.     You  ask  for  dirty 
work  to  be  done,  an'  when  that  dirty  work's  done  Rorl-darn 

VZ  T^  '\^  fl-nel-mouthed   te.perancVL  tte 

Guess  I  came  hyar  to  talk  straight  biz.     Jest  leave  the 

temperance  track,  an'  hit  the  main  trail." 

Pedro's  face  was  not  pretty  to  look  upon.     The  rine  of 

wbte  round  the  pupils  of  his  eyes  gave  an  imp  es  son  o 
insanity  or  an.mai  ferocity.  The  latter  was  his  chie 
charactenstic.  His  face  was  thin  and  scored  with  sea  s 
mamly  long  and  narrow.  These,  in  a  measure,  te  tified  to 
his  past  His  mouth,  half  hidden  beneath  .  strfgghng 
moustache  was  his  worst  feature.  One  can  only  liken"? 
to  a  blubber-hpped  gash,  lined  inside  with  two  rows  of 
yellow  fangs,  all  m  a  more  or  less  bad  state  of  decay. 

Lablache  could  m  no  way  terrorise  this  desperado.  Like 
all  his  kmd  this  man  was  ready  to  sell  his  services  to  any 
master  provided  the  fonhcoming  price  of  such  service! 
was  sufficiently  exorbitant.  He  was  equally  ready  to  pLy 
his  emp  oyer  up  should  anyone  else  offer  a  higher  price 
But   Lablache,   when   dealing   with   such  men^  took  no 

to  rt''  T^^^  ''"P'"^'^^  '^''  ^°"  °f  '"^".  preferring 

to  do  his  own  dirty  work,  but  when  he  did,  he  knew  it  waf 
policy  to  be  liberal.     Pedro  served  him  well  as  a  rule  con 
sequently  the  Mexican  was  enabled  to  ruffle  it  with  th;  best 
m  the  settlement,  whilst  people  wondered  where  he  got  h 
money  from.     Somehow  they  never  thought  of  Lablache 
being    he  source  of  this  man's  means;  the  money-lender 

was  not  fond  of  parting. 

''You  are  right,  I  am  particular.     When  I  pay  for  work 

to  be  done  I  don't  want  gassing  over  a  bar.     f  k^w  what 

you  are  when  the  whisky  is  in  you." 

Lablache  stood  with  his  great  back  to  the  fire  watching 

his  man  from  beneath   his   heavy   lids.     Bad  as   he  wa! 

himself  the  presence  of  this  man  filled  him  with  loathing. 

Possibly  deep  down,  somewhere  in  that  organ  he  was  pleased 
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to  consider  his  heart,  he  had  a  faint  glimmer  of  respect  for 
an  honest  man.    The  Mexican  laughed  harshly. 

"Guess  all  you  know  of  me,  mister,  wouldn't  make  a 
pile  o'  literature.     But  say,  what's  the  game  to-night  ?  " 

Lablache  was  gnawing  his  fingers. 

"  How  much  did  you  take  from  the  Honourable  ? "  he 
asked  sharply. 

"You  told  me  to  lift  his  boodle.  Time  was  short — he 
wouldn't  play  for  long." 

'•  I'm  aware  of  that.    How  much  ?  " 

Idblache's  tone  was  abrupt  and  peremptory.  Mancha 
was  trying  to  estimate  what  he  should  be  paid  for  his  work. 

"  See  hyar,  I  guess  we  ain't  struck  no  deal  yet.  What 
do  you  propose  to  pay  me  ?  " 

The  Mexican  was  sharp  but  he  was  no  match  for  his 
employer.  He  k  'ed  he  saw  a  good  deal  over  this  night's 
work. 

"  You  played  on  paper,  I  know,"  said  the  money-lender, 
quietly.  He  was  quite  unmoved  by  the  other's  display  of 
cunning.  It  pleased  him  rather  than  otherwise.  He  knew 
he  held  all  the  cards  in  his  hands — he  generally  did  in 
dealing  with  men  of  this  stamp.  "To  you,  the  amounts 
he  lost  are  not  worth  the  paper  they  are  written  on.  You 
could  never  realise  them.     He  couldn't  meet  'em." 

Lablache  leisurely  took  a  pinch  of  snufF  from  his  snuff- 
box. He  coughed  and  sneezed  voluminously.  His  indif- 
ferent coolness,  his  air  of  patronage,  aggrav  t  e  Mexican 
while  it  alarmed  him.  The  deal  he  au.  ^ted  began  to 
assume  lesser  proportions. 

"Which  means,  I  take  it,  you've  a  notion  you'd  like  the 
feel  of  those  same  papers." 

Mancha  had  come  to  drive  a  bargain.  He  was  aware  that 
the  I.O.U.'s  he  held  would  take  some  time  to  realise  on,  in 
the  proper  quarter,  but,  at  the  same  time,  he  was  quite 
aware  of  the  fact  that  Bunning-Ford  would  ultimately  meet 
them. 
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Lablache  shrugged  his  shoulders  with  apparent  indiffer- 
ence— he  meant  to  have  them. 

"What  do  you  want  for  ,^he  debts?  I  am  prepared  to 
buy — at  a  reasonable  figure." 

The  Mexican  propped  himself  comfortably  upon  the 
corner  of  the  desk. 

"Say,  guess  we're  talkin'  biz,  now.  His  'lordship'  is 
due  to  ante  up  the  trifle  of  seven  thousand  dollars—" 

The  fellow  was  rummaging  in  an  inside  pocket  for  the 
slips  of  paper.     His  eyes  never  left  his  companion's  face 
The  amount  startled   Lablache,  but  he  did  not  move  a 
muscle. 

"You  did  your  work  well,  Pedro,"  he  said,  allowing  him- 
self, for  the  first  time  in  this  conversation,  to  recognise  that 
the  Mexican  had  a  name.  He  warmed  towards  a  man  who 
was  capable  of  doing  another  down  for  such  a  sum  in  such 
a  short  space  of  time.  "  I'll  treat  you  well.  Two  thousand 
spot  cash,  and  you  hand  over  the  I.O.U.'s.  What  say  ?  Is 
it  a  go  ?  " 

"  Be  damned  to  you.  Two  thousand  for  a  certain  seven  ? 
Not  me  Say,  what  d'ye  do  with  the  skin  when  you  eat  a 
bananny?  Sole  your  boors  with  it  ?  Gee-whiz  !  You  do 
fling  your  bills  around." 

The  Mexican  laughed  derisively  as  he  jammed  the  papers 
back  liito  his  pocket.  But  he  knew  that  he  would  have  to 
sell  at  the  other's  price. 

Lablache  moved  heavily  towards  his  desk.  Selecting  a 
l-ook  he  opened  it  at  a  certain  page. 

"  You  can  keep  them  if  you  like.  But  you  may  as  well 
understand  your  position.  What's  Bunning-Ford  worth  ? 
What's  his  ranch  worth  ?  " 

The  other  suggested  a  figure  much  below  the  real 
value. 

"  It's  worth  more  than  that.  Fifty  thousand  if  it's  worth 
a  cent,"  Lablache  said  expansively.  "  I  don't  want  to  do 
you,  my  friend,  but  as  you  said  we're  talking  business  now. 
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Here  is  his  account  with  me,  you  see,"  pointing  to  the 
entries.  "I  hold  thirty-five  thousand  on  first  mortgage 
and  twenty  thousand  on  bill  of  sale.  In  all  fifty-five 
thousand,  and  his  interest  twelve  months  m  arrears.  Now, 
you  refuse  to  part  with  those  papers  at  my  price,  and  I'll 
sell  him  up.  You  will  then  get  not  one  cent  of  your 
money." 

The  money  lender  permitted  himself  to  smile  a  grim, 
cold  smile.  He  had  been  careful  to  make  no  mention  of 
Bun ning- Ford's  further  assets.  He  had  quite  forgotten  to 
speak  of  a  certain  band  of  cattle  which  he  knew  his 
intended  victim  to  possess.  It  was  a  well-known  thing  that 
Lablache  knew  more  of  the  financial  afiairs  of  the  people  of 
the  settlement  than  anyone  else ;  doubtless  the  Mexican 
thought  only  of  "  Lord  "  Bill's  ranch.  Mancha  shifted  his 
position  uneasily.  But  there  was  a  cunning  look  on  his 
face  as  he  retorted  swiftly, — 

"  You're  a'mighty  hasty  to  lay  your  hands  on  his  reckoning. 
How's  it  that  you're  ready  to  part  two  thou'  for  'em  ?" 

There  was  a  moment's  silence  as  the  two  men  eyed  each 
other.  It  seemed  as  if  eac'  were  endeavouring  to  fathom 
the  other's  thoughts.  Then  the  money-lender  spoke,  and 
his  voice  conveyed  a  concentration  of  hate  that  bit  upon 
the  air  with  an  incisiveness  which  startled  his  companion. 

**  Because  I  intend  to  crush  him  as  I  would  a  rattlesnake. 
Because  1  wish  to  ruin  him  so  that  hj  will  be  left  in  my 
debt.  So  that  I  can  hound  him  from  this  place  by  holding 
that  debt  over  his  head.  It  is  worth  two  thousand  to  me 
to  possess  that  power.     Now,  will  you  part?" 

This  explanation  appealed  to  the  worst  side  of  the 
Mexican's  nature.  This  hatred  was  after  his  own  heart. 
Lablache  was  aware  that  such  would  be  the  case.  That  is 
why  he  made  it.  He  was  accustomed  to  play  upon  the 
feelings  of  people  with  whom  he  dealt — as  well  as  their 
pockets.  Pedro  Manclia  grinned  complacently.  He 
'bought  he  understood  his  em>loyer. 
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"Hand  over  the  bills.  Guess  I'll  part.  The  price  is 
slim,  but  it's  not  a  bad  deal." 

Lablache  oozed  over  to  the  safe.  He  opened  it,  keeping 
one  heavy  eye  upon  his  companion.  He  took  no  chances 
—he  trusted  no  one,  especially  Pedro  Mancha.  Presently 
he  returned  with  a  roll  of  notes.  It  contained  the  exact 
amount.  The  Mexican  watched  him  hungrily  as  he  counted 
out  the  green-backed  bills.  His  lips  moistened  beneath 
his  moustache— his  eyes  looked  wilder  than  ever.  Lablache 
understood  his  customer  thoroughly.  A  loaded  revolver 
was  in  his  own  coat  pocket.  It  is  probable  that  the  brown- 
faced  desperado  knew  this. 

At  last  the  money-lender  held  out  the  money.  He  held 
out  both  hands,  one  to  give  and  the  other  to  receive.  Pedro 
passed  him  the  I.O.U.'s  and  took  the  bills.  One  swift 
glance  assured  Lablache  that  the  coveted  papers  were  all 
there.  Then  he  pointed  to  the  door. 
"  Our  transaction  is  over.     Go  ! " 

He  had  had  enough  of  his  companion.  He  had  no 
hesitation  in  thus  peremptorily  dismissing  him. 

"  You're  in  a  pesky  hurry  to  get  rid  of  me.  See  hyar, 
pard,  you'd  best  be  civil.  Your  dealin's  ain't  a  sight 
cleaner  than  mine." 

"I'm  waiting."  Lablache's  tone  was  coldly  commanding. 
His  lashless  eyes  gazed  steadily  into  the  other's  face.  Some- 
thing the  Mexican  saw  in  them  impelled  him  towards  the 
door.  He  moved  backwards,  keeping  his  face  turned 
towards  the  money-lender.  At  this  moment  Lablache 
was  at  his  best.  His  was  a  dominating  personality. 
There  was  no  cowardice  in  his  nature — at  least  no 
physical  cowardice.  Doubtless,  had  it  come  to  a  struggle 
where  agility  was  required,  he  would  have  fallen  an 
easy  prey  to  his  Hthe  companion  ;  but  with  him,  somehow, 
it  never  did  come  to  a  struggle.  He  had  a  way  with 
him  that  chilled  any  such  thought  that  a  would-be  as- 
sailant   might  have.     Will    and  unflinching  courage  are 
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splendid  assets.     And.  amongst  others,  this  man  possessed 

both. 

Mancha  slunk  back  to  the  door,  and,  fumbling  at  the  lock 
opened  It  and  passed  out.    Ublache  instantly  whipped  out 
a  revolver,  and,  stepping  heavily  on  one  side,  advanced  to 
the  door,  paused  and  listened.     He  was  well  under  cover 
The  door  was  open.     He  was  behind  it.     He  knew  better 
than  to  expose  himself  in  the  light  for  Mancha  to  make  a 
target  of  hmi  from  without.     Then  he  kicked  the  door  to 
Making  a  complete  circuit  of  the  walls  of  the  office  he  came 
to  the  opposite  side  of  the  door,  where  he  swiftly  locked  and 
bolted  It.     Then  he  drew  an  iron  shutter  across  the  light 
panellmg  and  secured  it. 

"Good,"  he  muttered,  as,  sucking  in  a  heavy  breath,  he 
returned  to  the  stove  and  turned  his  back  to  it.  "  It's  as 
well  to  understand  Mexican  nature." 

Then  he  lounged  into  his  basket  chair  and  rubbed  his 
fleshy  hands  reflectively.  There  was  a  triumphant  look 
upon  his  repulsive  features. 

"Quite  right,  friend  Pedro,  it's  not  a  bad  deal,"  he  said 
to  himself,  blinking  at  the  red  light  of  the  fire.  "  Not  half 
bad.  Seven  thousand  dollars  for  two  thousand  dollars 
and  every  cent  of  it  realisable."  He  shook  with  inward 
mirth.  "The  Hon  'Villiam  Bunning-Ford  will  now 
have  to  disgorge  e\.:ry  stick  of  his  estate.  Good 
good ! "  • 

Then  he  relapsed  into  deep  thought.  Presently  he  roused 
himself  from  his  reverie  and  prepared  for  bed. 

"  But^  I'll  give  him  a  chance.  Yes,  I'll  give  him  a 
chance,"  he  muttered,  as,  after  undergoing  the  simple 
operation  of  removing  his  coat,  he  stretched  himself  upon 
his  bed  and  drew  the  blankets  about  him.  '^f  he'll 
consent  to  renounce  any  claim,  fancied  or  otherwise,  he 
may  have  to  Joaquina  Allandale's  regard  I'll  refrain  from 
selling  him  up.  Yes,  Verner  Lablache  will  forego  his 
money — for  a  time." 
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The  great  bed  shook  as  the  monumental  money-lender 
suppressed  a  chuckle.  Then  he  turned  over,  and  his 
stertorous  inhalations  soon  suggested  that  the  great  man 
slept. 

Shylock,  the  Jew,  determined  on  having  his  pound  of 
flesh.     But  a  woman  outwitted  him. 


CHAPTER  X 

"aunt"   MARGARET    REFLECTS 

It  was  almost  dark  when  Jacky  returned  to  the  ranch. 
She  had  left  "Lord"  Bill  at  the  brink  of  the  great  keg, 
whence  he  had  returned  to  his  own  place.  Her  first 
thought,  on  entering  the  house,  was  for  the  letter  which  she 
had  left  for  her  uncle.  It  was  gone.  She  glanced  round 
the  room  uncertainly.  Then  she  stood  gazing  into  the 
stove,  while  she  idly  drummed  with  her  gauntleted  fingers 
upon  the  back  of  a  chair.  She  had  as  yet  removed  neither 
her  Stetson  hat  nor  her  gauntlets. 

Her  strong,  dark  face  was  unusually  varying  in  its 
expression.  Possibly  her  thoughts  were  thus  indexed.  Now, 
as  she  stood  watching  the  play  of  the  fire,  her  great,  deep 
eyes  would  darken  with  a  grave,  almost  anxious  expression  • 
agam  they  would  smile  with  a  world  of  untold  happiness  in 
their  depths.  Again  they  would  change,  in  a  flash,  to  a 
hard,  cold  gleam  of  hatred  and  unyielding  purpose ;  then 
slowly,  a  tender  expression,  such  as  that  of  a  mother  for 
her  new-born  babe,  would  creep  into  them  and  shine  down 
into  the  depths  of  the  fire  with  a  world  of  sweet  sympathy. 
Hut  through  all  there  was  a  tight  compression  of  the  lips, 
which  spoke  of  the  earnest  purpose  which  governed  her 
thoughts  ;  a  slight  pucker  of  the  brows,  which  surely  told  of 
a  great  concentration  of  mind. 

Presently  she  roused  herself,  and,  walking  to  where  a 
rahle-bell    siood,    ruiiy  sharply    upon    it.       Her  summons 
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wt«    almost    immediately  answered    by   the   entry  of    a 
servant. 

Jacky  turned  as  the  door  opened,  and  fired  an  abrupt 
question. 

"  Has  Un.:Ie  John  been  in,  Mamie  ?  " 

The  girl's  face  had  resumed  its  usual  strong,  kindly 
expression.  Wlutever  was  hidden  behind  that  calm 
exterior,  she  had  no  intention  of  giving  a  chance  observer 
any  clue  to  it. 

"No,  miss,"  the  servant  replied,  in  that  awestruck  tone 
which  domestics  are  apt  to  use  when  sharply  interrogated. 
She  was  an  inielli-cnt-looking  girl.  Her  dark  skin  and  coarse 
black  hair  pronouticed  her  a  half-breed.  Her  mistress 
had  said  '«  blood  is  thicker  than  water."  /  .  the  domestics 
under  Jacky's  charge  hailed  from  the  hilf  jreed  camp. 

"Was  my  message  delivered  to  him  ?" 

Unconcernedly  as  she  spoke  she  waited  with  some 
anxiety  for  the  answer. 

"Oh,  yes,  miss.  Silas  delivered  it  himself.  The  master 
was  in  company  with  Mr  Lablache  and  the  doctor,  miss," 
added  the  girl,  discreetly. 

"  And  what  did  he  say  ?  " 

"He  sent  Silas  for  the  letter,  miss." 

"He  didn't  say  what  time  he  would  return,  I  suppose?" 

"No,  miss— "  She  hesitated  and  fumbled  at  the  door 
handle. 

"Well?"  as  the  girl  showed  by  her  attitude  that  there 
was  something  she  had  left  unsaid. 

Jacky's  question  rang  acutely  in  the  quiet  room. 

"Silas—"  began  the  girl,  with  a  deprecating  air  of 
unbelief— "  you  know  what  strange  notions  he  takes— he 
said — " 

The  girl  stopped  in  confusion  under  the  steady  gaze  of 
her  mistress. 

"Speak  up,  girl,"  exclaimed  Jacky,  impatiently.  "What 
ttit?" 
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••Oh,  nothing,  miss,"  the  girl   blurted  out  desperately. 
Only  Silas  said  as  the  master  didn't  seem  well  like." 
"Ah  I    That  will  do."    Then,  as  the  girl  still  stood  at 
the  door,  ••  You  can  go." 

The  dismissal  was  peremptory,  and  the  half-breed  had 
no  choice  but  to  depart.  She  had  hoped  to  have  heard 
somethmg  interesting,  but  her  mistress  was  never  given  to 
being  communicative  with  servants. 

When  the  door  had  closed  behind  the  half-breed  Tacky 
turned  again  towards  the  stove.     Again  she  was  plunged  u 
deep  thought.     This  time  there  could  be  no  mistake  as  to 
Its   tenor.     Her  heart  was  racked  with   an  anxiety  which 
was  not  altogether  new  to  it.     The  sweet  face  was  pale 
and  her  eyelids  flickered  ominously.     The  servant's  veiled 
meaning  was  quite  plain  to  her.     Brave,  hardy  as  this  girl 
of  the  prairie  was,  the  fear  that  was  ever  in  her  heart  had 
suddenly  assumed  the  proportions  of  a   crushing  reality 
She  loved   her  uncle  with  an  affection    that   was  almost 
maternal.     It  was  the  love  of  a  strong,  resolute  nature  for 
one  of  a  kindly  but  weak  disposition.     She  loved  the  grey- 
headed old  man,  whose  affection  had  made  her  life  one 
long,  long  day  of  happiness,  with  a  tenderness  which  no 
recently-aciuired  faults  of  his  couid  alienate.    He— and  now 
another     was   her  world.     A   world   in  which  it  was  her 
joy    to   dwell.     And   now-now ;    what   of  the  present  ? 
Racked  by  losses  brought  about  through  the  agency  of  his 
all-absorbing   passion,  the  weak  old  man  was  slowly  l)ut 
surely  taking  to  drowning  his  consciousness  of  the  appalling 
calamity  which  he  had  consistently  set  to  work  to  brins 
about  and  which  in  his  lucid  moments  he  saw  looming 
heavily  over  his  house,  in  drink.     She  had  watched  him 
with  tne  never-failing  eye  of  love,  and  had  seen,  to  her 
horror,  the  signs  she  so  dreaded.     She  could  face  disaster 
stoically,  she  could  face  danger  unflinchingly,  but  this  moral 
wrecking  of  the  old  man,  who  had  been  more  to  her  than 
a  fatlier,  was  more  than  she  could  bear.     Two  great  t«»ar8 
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welled  up  into  h.r  l.eamiful.  son.l.re  eyes  and  slowly  rolled 
down  her  cheeks.  She  Lowed  like  a  willow  bending  to  the 
force  of  the  storm.  ^ 

Her  weakness  w?,  only  rrjomentary,  however ;  her  couraL-e. 
bred  from  the  w.ldness  of  her  life  surroundings,  rose  supcrt.r 
to  her  femmmc  weakness.  She  dashed  her  gloved  hands 
across  her  eyes  and  wiped  the  tears  away.  Sne  felt  that 
she  must  be  domg-not  weeping.  Had  not  she  sealed  a 
solemn  compact  w.th  her  lover  ?    She  u>ust  to  work  without 

She  glanced  round  the  room.     Her  gaze  was  that  of  one 
^ho  wishes  to  reassure-  herself.     It  was  as  if  the  old  life- 
had  gone  from  her  and  she  was  about  to  eml.nrk  on  a  career 
nc^-fore.gn  to  !,er.     A  career  in  wh"  h  she  could  see  no 
future--only  the  present.     She  felt  1.      one  taking  a  long 
farewell  to  a  l.fe  which  had  been  fraught  with  Mo,^,in,  Un 
delight.     The  expression  of  her  face  told  of  the  pain  of  the 
partmg.     W.th  a  heavy  sigh  she  passed  out  of  the  roon, 
-out  mto  the  chill   night  air,   where  even   the  welcome 
sounds  of  the  croaking  frogs  and   the  lowing  cattle  wer," 
not      Where  nothmg  was  to  cheer  her  for  the  work  whic 
m  the  future  must  be  hers.     Something  of  that  solemn  night 
en  ered  her  soul.     The  gloom  of  disaster  was  upon  her 

It  was  only  a  short  distance  to  I)r  Ab[,ot's  house.  The 
darkness  of  the  night  was  no  hindrance  to  the  girl. 
Hither  she  made  her  way  with  the  light,  springing  step  of 
one  whose  mind  is  made  up  to  a  definite  purpose. 

She  found  Mrs  Abbot  in.  The  little  sitting-room  in  the 
doctor  s  house  was  delightfully  homelike  and  comfortable 
I  here  was  nothing  pretentious  about  it-just  solid  comfort" 
And  the  great  radiating  stove  in  the  centre  of  it  smelt 
invitingly  warm  to  the  girl  as  she  came  in  out  of  the  raw 
night  a,r.  Mrs  Abbot  was  alternating  between  a  basket  of 
sewing  and  a  well-worn,  cheap  edition  novel.  The  old  ladv 
was  waiting  with  patience,  the  outcome  of  experience,  for 
the  return  of  her  lord  to  his  supper. 
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"Well,  'Aunt'  Margaret,"  said  Jacky,  entering  with  the 
confidence  of  an  assured  welcome,  "  I've  come  over  for  a 
good  gossip.  There's  nobody  at  home — up  there,"  with  a 
nod  in  the  direction  of  the  ranch. 

"  My  dear  child,  I'm  so  pleased,"  exclaimed  Mrs  Abbot, 
coming  forward  from  her  rather  rigid  seat,  and  kissing  the 
girl  on  both  cheeks  with  old-fashioned  cordiality.  "Come 
and  sit  by  the  stove— yes,  take  that  hideous  hat  off,  which, 
by  the  way,  I  never  couk!  understand  your  wearing.  Now, 
when  John  and  I  were  first  en — " 

"  Yes,  yes,  dear.  I  know  what  you're  going  to  say,"  in- 
terrupted the  girl,  smiling  in  spite  of  tlic  dull  aching  at  her 
heart.  She  knew  how  this  sweet  old  lady  lived  in  the  past, 
and  she  also  knew  how,  to  a  sympathetic  ear,  she  loved  to 
pour  out  the  delights  of  memory  from  a  heart  overflowing 
with  a  strong  affection  for  the  man  of  her  choice.  Jacky 
had  come  here  to  talk  of  other  matters,  and  she  knew  that 
when  "Aunt"  Margaret  liked  she  could  be  very  shrewd 
and  practical. 

Something  in  the  half-wistful  smile  of  her  companion 
brough*^  the  old  lady  quickly  back  from  the  realms  of  re- 
collection, ind  a  pair  of  keen,  kindly  eyes  met  the  steady 
grey-black  orbs  of  the  girl. 

"  Ah,  Jacky,  my  child,  we  of  the  frivolous  sex  are  always 
being  forced  into  considering  the  mundane  matters  of 
everyday  life  here  at  Foss  River.  What  is  it,  dear?  I  can 
see  by  your  face  that  you  are  worrying  over  some- 
thing." 

The  girl  threw  herself  into  an  easy  chair,  drawn  up  to  the 
glowing  stove  with  careful  forethought  by  the  old  lady. 
Mrs  Abbot  '■eseated  herself  in  the  straight-backed  chair  she 
usually  affected.  She  carefully  put  her  book  on  one  side 
and  took  up  some  darning,  assiduously  inserting  the  needle 
but  without  further  attempt  at  work.  It  was  something  to 
fix  her  attention  on  whilst  talking.  Old  Mrs  Abbot  always 
liked  to  be  able  to  occupy  her  hands  when  talking  seriously. 
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And  Jacky's  face  told  her  that  this  was  a  monienl   for 
serious  conversation. 

"Where's  the  Doc?"  the  girl  asked  without  preamble. 
She  knew,  of  course,  but  she  used  the  question  by  way  of 
making  a  beginning. 

The  old  lady  imperceptibly  straightened  her  back.  She 
now  anticipated  the  reason  of  her  companion's  coming. 
She  glanced  over  the  top  of  a  pair  of  gold  pince-nez,  which 
she  had  just  settled  comfortably  upon  the  bridge  of  her 
pretty,  broad  nose. 

"  He's  down  at  the  saloon  playing  poker.  Why,  dear  ?  " 
Her  question  was  so  innocent,  but  Jacky  was  not  for  a 
moment  deceived  by  its  tone.  The  girl  smiled  plaintively 
mto  the  fire.  There  was  no  necessity  for  her  to  disguise 
her  feelings  before  "  Aunt  "  Margaret,  she  knew.  But  her 
loyal  nature  shrank  from  flaunting  her  uncle's  weaknesses 
before  even  this  kindly  soul.  She  kept  her  fencing  attitude 
a  little  longer,  however. 

"Who  is  he  playing  with?"    Jacky   raised   a  pair  of 
inquiring  grey  eyes  to  her  companion's  face. 
"Your  uncle  and— Lablache." 

The  shrewd  old  eyes  watched  the  girl's  face  keenly. 
But  Jacky  gave  no  sign. 

"Will  you  send  for  him,  'Aunt' Margaret?"  said  the 
girl,  quietly.  "  Without  letting  him  know  that  I  am  here," 
she  added,  as  an  afterthought. 

"Certainly,  dear,"  the  old  lady  replied,  rising  with 
alacrity.  "Just  wait  a  moment  while  I  send  word. 
Keewis  hasn't  gone  to  his  teepee  yet.  I  set  him  to  clean 
some  knives  just  now.  He  can  go.  These  Indians  are 
better  messengers  than  they  are  domestics."  Mrs  Abbot 
bustled  out  of  the  room. 

She  returned  a  moment  later,  and,  drawing  her  chair 
beside  cnat  of  the  girl,  seated  herself  and  rested  one  soft 
white  hand  on  those  of  her  companion,  which  were  reposing 
clasped  in  the  lap  uf  her  dungaree  skirt. 
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"  Now,  tell  mt,  dear — tell  me  all  about  it — I  know,  it  is 
your  uncle." 

The  sympathy  of  her  tone  could  never  have  been  con- 
veyed in  mere  words.  This  woman's  heart  expressed  its 
kindliness  in  voice  and  eyes.  There  was  no  resisting  her, 
and  Jacky  made  no  effort  to  do  so. 

For  one  instant  there  flashed  into  the  girl's  face  a  look  of 
utter  distress.  She  had  come  purposely  to  talk  plainly  to 
the  woman  whom  she  had  lovingly  dubbed  "Aunt 
Margaret,"  but  she  found  it  very  hard  when  it  came  to  the 
point.  She  cast  about  in  her  mind  for  a  beginning,  then 
abandoned  the  quest  and  1  lurted  out  lamely  the  very  thing 
from  which  she  most  shrank. 

"Say,  auntie,  you've  observed  uncle  lately — I  mean  how 
strange  he  is?  You've  nr  ,c  i  how  often,  now,  he  is — is 
not  himself?" 

"Whisky,"  said  the  old  lady,  uncompromisingly.  "Yes, 
dear,  I  have.  It  is  quite  the  usual  thing  to  smell  *  old 
man  '  Smith's  vile  liquor  when  John  Allandale  is  about. 
I'm  glad  you've  spoken,  I  did  not  like  to  say  anything  to 
you  about  it.     John's  on  a  bad  trail." 

"Yes,  and  a  trail  with  a  long,  downhill  gradient,"  replied 
Jacky,  with  a  rueful  little  smile.  "Say,  aunt,"  she  went  on, 
springing  suddenly  to  her  feet  and  confronting  the  old 
lady's  mildly-astonished  gaze,  "  isn't  there  anything  we  can 
do  to  stop  him  ?  What  is  it  ?  This  poker  and  whisky  are 
ruining  him  body  and  soul.  Is  the  whisky  the  result  of 
his  losses  ?  Or  is  the  madness  for  a  gamble  the  result  of 
the  liquor?" 

"  Neither  the  one — nor  the  other,  my  dear.  It  is — 
Lablache." 

The  older  woman  bent  over  her  darning,  and  the  needle 
passed,  rippling,  round  a  "potato"  in  the  sock  which  was 
,n  her  lap.     Her  eyes  were  studiously  fixed  upon  the  work. 

"  Lablache — Lablache  !  It  is  always  Lablache,  which- 
ever way   I  turn.     Gee — but  the  whole  country  reeks  of 
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s^c^r'vvl^n!  ^°"  'l^^'  ^''''  '""*'  ^^^^  '"^"'^  ^^^'^  than 
scurvy  m  our  ranchmg  world.  Everybody  and  everything 
m  Foss  River  seems  to  be  in  his  grip."  ^       - 

ensntTdT'"^  ""  ''"'^"  ^°""^  ^°™""  '^^^  ^^f"^^«  t°  be 

Infn"/         """'"'"S  was  driven  straight   home.     Sh  ■ 
looked  down  upon   the   bent,  grey   head  as  if  trying  to 

ZTloT:^  ''^"^"^  ''''  ^'^  ^--^  -^hin.  ^TherL 
was  a  moments  impressive  silence.  The  clock  ticked 
loudly  in  the  s-^nce  of  the  room.  A  light  wind  wat 
whu^ling  rather  .nrilly  outside,  round  the 'angles  of  Z 

enl^h  °"' T"'."'" '^'^  '^'  ^•^''  ^^°^'y-    "  Y°"  haven't  said 
enough-yet.    I  guess  you're  thinking  mighty-deeplv  " 

Mrs  Abbot  looked  up  from  her  work,  'she  wasTi'hn. 
but  behmd  that  smile  there  was  a  strange  gravity  in  th'e 
expression  of  her  eyes.  ^ 

J7}^'^  ''  "°'^'"^  """'^  ^°  '^y  ^*  present."    Then  she 

"H^trr^rK  ^'■°'"  ^^'"'^  '"  seriousness  had  vanished. 
Hasn  t  Lablache  ever  asked  you  to  marry  him  ?  " 
A  light  was  beginning  to  dawn  upon  the  girl 
"Yes— why?"  ^    ' 

"I  thought  so."    It  was  now  Mrs  Abbot's  turn  to  rise 
and  confront  her  companion.     And  she  did  so  with  the 
calm  manner  of  one  who  is  assured  that  what  she  is  about 
to  say  cannot  be  refuted.     Her  kindly  face  had  lost  notiiing 
of  Its  sweet  expression,  only  there  was  something  in  il 
which  seemed  to   be  asking  a  mute  question,  whUst  her 
words  conveyed  the  statement  of  a  case  as  she  knew  it. 
You  dear,  foohsh  people.     Can  you  not  see  what  is  going 
on  be  ore  your  very  eyes,  or  must  a  stupid  old  woman  liki 
myself  explain   what  is  patent  to  the  veriest  fool  in  the 
settlement  ?    Lablache  is  the  source  of  your  uncle's  trouble! 
and,  incidentally,  you  are  the  incentive.     I  have  watched- 
i  have  little  else  to  do  in  Foss  River— you  aU  for  years 
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past,  and  there  is  little  that  I  could  not  tell  you  about  any 
of  you,  as  far  as  the  world  sees  you.  Lablache  has  been  a 
source  of  a  world  of  thought  to  me.  The  business  side  of 
him  is  patent  to  everybody.  He  is  hard,  flinty,  tyrannical — 
even  unscrupulous.  I  am  telling  you  nothing  new,  I  know. 
But  there  is  another  side  to  his  character  which  some  of 
you  seem  to  ignore.  He  is  capable  of  strong  passions — 
ay,  very  strong  passions.  He  has  conceived  a  passion  for 
you.  I  will  call  it  by  no  other  name  in  such  an  unholy 
brute  as  Lablache.  He  wishes  to  mzTry  you — fumeamto 
marry  you" 

The  silver-haired  old  lady  had  worked  herself  up  to  an 
unusual  vehemence.  She  paused  after  accentuating  her 
last  words.  Jacky,  taking  advantage  of  the  break,  dropped 
in  a  question. 

"  But — how  does  this  affect  my  uncle  ?  " 

"Aunt"  Margaret  sniffed  disdainfully  and  resettled  the 
glasses  which,  in  the  agitation  of  the  moment,  had  slipped 
from  her  nose. 

"Of  course  it  affects  your  uncle,"  she  continued  more 
quietly.  "Now  listen  and  I  will  explain."  Once  more 
these  two  seated  themselves  and  "  Aunt "  Margaret  again 
plunged  into  her  story. 

"Sometimes  I  catch  myself  speculating  as  to  how  it 
comes  about  that  you  have  inspired  this  passion  in  such 
a  man  as  Lablache,"  she  began,  glancing  into  the  sombrely 
beautiful  face  beside  her.  "  I  should  have  expected  that 
mass  of  flesh  and  money — he  always  reminds  me  of  a  jelly- 
fish, my  dear — ugh  ! — to  have  wished  to  take  to  himself  one 
of  your  gaudy  butterflies  from  New  York  or  London  for  a 
wife ;  not  a  simple  child  of  the  prairie  who  is  more  than 
half  a  wild— wild  savage."  She  smiled  lovingly  into  the 
girl's  face.  "  You  see  these  coarse  money-grubbers  always 
prefer  their  pills  well  gilded,  and,  as  a  rule,  their  matri- 
monial pills  need  a  lot  of  gilding  to  bring  them  up  to  the 
standard  of  what  they  think  a  wife  should  be.     Hov 
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was  not  long  before  it  became  plain  to  me  that  he  wished 
to  marry  you.  He  may  be  a  master  of  finance ;  he  may 
disguise  his  feelings— if  he  has  any-in  business,  so  that 
the  shrewdest  observer  can  discover  no  vulnerable  point  in 
his  armour  of  dissimulation.  But  when  it  comes  to  matters 
pertaining  to— to— love-quite  the  wrong  word  in  his  case 
my  dear-these  men  are  as  babes;  worse,  they  are  fools! 
When  Lablache  makes  up  his  mind  to  a  purpose  he 
generally  accomplishes  his  end — " 

I*  In  business,"  suggested  Jacky,  moodily. 
"Just    so— in    business,   my  dear.     In   matters   matri- 
monial  It   may  be   different.     But  I  doubt  his  failure  in 
tbpt."  went  on   Mrs  Abbot,  with  a  decided  snap  of  her 
e^H.essive   mouth.     "He   will  try   by  fair  means  or  foul, 
and,  if  I  know  anything  of  him,  he  will  never  relinquish  his 
purpose.     He  asked  you  to  marry  him-and  of  course  you 
refused,  quite  natural  and  right.     He  will  not  risk  another 
refusal  from   you-these  people  consider  themselves  very 
sensitive,  my  dear-so  he  will  attempt  to  accomplish  his 
end  by  other  means— means  much  more  congenial  to  him, 
the— the  beast.     There  now,  I've  said  it,  my  dear.    The 
doctor  tells  me  that  he  is  quite  the  most  skilful  player  at 
poker  that  he  has  ever  come  across." 

"I  guess  that's  so,"  said  the  girl,  with  a  dark,  ironical 
smile. 

"  And  that  his  luck  is  phenomenal,"  the  old  lady  went 
on,  without  appearing  to  notice  the  interruption.  "  Very 
well.  Your  uncle,  the  old  fool— excuse  me,  my  dear— has 
done  nothing  but  gamble  all  his  life.  The  doctor  says  that 
he  beheves  John  has  never  been  known  to  win  more  than 
about  once  in  a  month's  play,  no  matter  with  whom  he 
plays.  You  know— we  all  know— that  for  years  he  has 
been  in  the  habit  of  raising  loans  from  this  monumental 
cuttle-fish  to  settle  his  losses.  And  you  can  trust  that 
individual  to  see  that  these  loans  are  well  secured.  John 
Allandale  is  reputed  very  rich,  but  the  doctor  assures  me 
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that  were  Lablache  to  foreclose  his  mortgages  a  very,  very 
big  slice  of  your  uncle's  worldly  goods  would  be  taken  to 
meet  his  debts. 

"  Now  comes  the  last  stage  of  the  aflfair,"  she  went  on, 
with  a  sage  little  shake  of  the  head.  "  How  long  ago  is  it 
since  Lablache  proposed  to  you  ?  liut  there,  you  need  not 
tell  me.     It  was  a  little  less  than  a  year  ago— wasn't  it  ?  " 

Her  companion  nodded  her  head.  She  wondered  how 
"Aunt"  Margaret  had  guessed  it.  She  had  never  told  a 
soul  herself.  The  shrewd  little  old  lady  was  filling  her 
with  wonder.  The  careful  manner  in  which  she  had  pieced 
facts  together  and  argued  them  out  with  herself  revealed  to 
her  a  cleverness  and  observation  she  would  never,  in  spite 
of  the  kindly  soul's  counsels,  have  given  her  credit  for. 

"Yes,  I  knew  I  was  right,"  said  Mrs  Abbot,  com- 
placently. "Just  about  the  time  when  Lablache  began 
seriously  to  play  poker— about  the  time  when  his 
phenomenal  luck  set  in,  to  the  detriment  of  your  uncle. 
Yes,  I  am  well  posted,"  as  the  girl  raised  her  eyebrows  it- 
surprise.  "  The  doctor  tells  me  a  great  deal— especially 
about  your  uncle,  dear.  I  always  like  to  know  what  is 
going  on.  And  now  to  bring  my  long  explanation  to  an 
end.  Don't  you  see  how  Lablache  intends  to  marry  you? 
Your  uncle's  losses  this  winter  have  been  so  terribly  heavy 
—and  all  to  Lablache.  Lablache  holds  the  whip  hand  ol 
him.  A  request  from  Lablache  becomes  a  command— or 
the  crash." 

"But  how  about  the  Doc,"  asked  Jacky,  quickly.  "He 
plays  with  them — mostly  ?  " 

Mrs  Abbot  shrugged  her  shoulders. 

"  The  doctor  can  take  care  of  himself.  He's  cautious,  and 
besides— Lablache  has  no  wish  to  wm  his  money." 

"  But  surely  he  must  lose  ?  Say,  auntie,  dear,  it's  not 
possible  to  play  against  Lablache's  luck  without  losing- 
some." 

"  Well,  dear,  I  can't  say  I  know  much  of  the  gam^* 
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with  some  perplexity,  "  but  the  doctor  assures  me  that 
Lablache  never  hits  him  hard.  Often  and  often  when  the 
•  pot '  rests  between  them  Lablache  will  throw  down  his 
hand— which  goes  to  show  that  he  does  not  want  to  take 
his  money." 

"An'  I  reckon  goes  to  show  that  he's   bucking  dead 
against  Uncle  John,  only.     Yes,  I  see." 

The  little  grey  head  again  bent  over  the  darning,  which 
had  lain   almost  untouched   in  her  lap  during   her  loni,' 
recital.     Now  she  resolutely  drew  the  darning  yarn  through 
the  soft  wool  of  the  sock  and  re-inserted  the  needle.     The 
girl  beside  her  bent  an  eager  face  before  her,  and,  resting  her 
chin  upon  her  hands,  propped  her  elbows  on  her  knees. 
^^  "Yes,  auntie,  I   know,'    Jacky  went  on   thoughtfully. 
"  Lablache  means  to  put  this  marriage  with  me  right  through. 
I  see  it  all.     But  say,"  bringing  one  of  her  brown  hands 
down  forcibly  upon  that  of  her  companion,  which  was  con- 
cealed in  the  foot  of  the  woollen  sock,  and  gripping  it  with 
nervous  strength,  "  I  guess  he's  reckoned  without  his  bride. 
I'm  not  going  to  marry  Lablache,  auntie,  dear,  and  you  can 
bet  your  bottom  dollar  I'm  not  going  to  let  him  ruin  uncle. 
All  I  want  to  do  is  to  stop  uncle  drinking.     That  is  what 
scares  me  most." 

"  My  child,  Lablache  is  the  cause  of  that.  J'he  same  as 
he  is  the  cause  of  all  troubles  in  Foss  River.  Vour  uncle 
realises  the  consequences  of  the  terrible  losses  he  has 
incurred.  He  knows,  only  too  well,  that  he  is  utterly  in 
the  money-lender's  power.  He  knows  he  must  go  on 
playmg,  vainly  endeavouring  to  recover  himself,  and  with 
each  fresh  loss  he  drinks  deeper  to  smother  his  fears  and 
conscience.  It  is  the  result  of  the  weakness  of  his  nature 
—a  weakness  which  I  have  always  known  would  sooner  or 
later  lead  to  his  undoing.  Ja(  ky,  girl,  I  fear  you  will  one  day 
have  to  marry  Lablache  or  your  uncle's  ruin  will  be 
certainly  accomplished." 

Mrs  Abbot's  face  was  very  serious  now.     She  pitied  from 
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the  bottom  of  her  heart  this  motherless  girl  who  had  come 
to  her,  in  spite  of  her  courage  and  almost  mannish  inde- 
pendence, for  that  sympathy  and  advice  which,  at  certain 
moments,  the  strongest  woman  cannot  do  without.  She 
knew  that  all  she  had  said  was  right,  and  even  if  her  story 
could  do  no  material  good  it  would  at  least  have  the  effect 
of  putting  the  girl  on  her  guard.  In  spite  of  her  shrewd- 
ness Mrs  Abbot  could  never  quite  fathom  her  protigie. 
And  even  now,  as  she  gazed  into  the  girl's  face,  she  was 
wondering  how— in  what  manner— the  narration  of  her  own 
observations  would  influence  the  other's  future  actions. 
The  thick  blood  of  the  half-breed  slowly  rose  into  Jacky's 
face,  until  the  dark  skin  was  suffused  with  a  heavy, 
passionate  flush.  Slowly,  too,  the  sombre  eyes  lit— glowed 
—until  the  dazzling  fire  of  anger  shone  in  their  depths. 
Then  she  spoke;  not  passionately,  but  with  a  hard, 
cruel  delivery  which  sent  a  sliiver  thrilling  through  her 
companion's  body  and  left  her  shuddering. 

•'  •  Aunt '  Margaret,  I  swear  by  all  that's  holy  that  I'll  never 
marry  that  scum.  Say,  I'd  rather  follow  a  round-up  camp 
and  share  a  greaser's  blankets  than  wear  all  the  diamonds 
Lablache  could  buy.  An'  as  for  uncle  ;  say,  the  day  that 
sees  him  ruined'U  see  Lablache's  filthy  brains  spoiling 
God's  pure  air." 

"Child,  child,"  replied  the  old  lady,  in  alarm,  "don't 
take  oaths,  the  rashness— the  folly  of  which  you  cannot 
comprehend.  For  goodness'  sake  don't  entertain  such 
wicked  thoughts.     Lablache  is  a  villain,  but—" 

She  broke  off  and  turned  towards  the  door,  which,  at 
that  moment,  opened  to  admit  the  genial  doctor. 

"Ah,"  she  went  on,  with  a  sudden  change  of  manner  back 
to  that  of  her  usual  cheerful  self,  "  I  thought  you  men  were 
going  to  make  a  night  of  it.  Jacky  came  to  share  my 
solitude." 

"  Good  evening,  Jacky,"  said  the  doctor.  "Yes,  we  were 
going  to  make  a  night  of  it,  Margaret.    Your  summons 
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broke  up  the  party,  and  for  John's  sake—"  He  checked 
himself,  and  glanced  curiously  at  the  recumbent  form  of 
the  girl,  who  was  now  lounging  back  in  her  chair  gazing 
into  the  stove.     "  What  did  you  want  me  for  ?  " 

Jacky  rose  abruptly  from  her  seat  and  picked  up  her 
hat.  *^ 

"  •  Aunt '  Margaret  didn't  really  want  you,  Doc.     It  was  I 
who  asked  her  to  send  for  you.     I  want  to  see  uncle." 
"Ah!" 

The  doctor  permitted  himself  the  ejaculation. 

"Good-night,  you  two  dear  people,"  the  girl  went  on, 
with  a  forced  attempt  at  cheerfulness.  "  I  guess  unclell 
be  home  by  now,  so  I'll  be  off." 

••Yes,  he  left  the  saloon  with  me,"  said  Doctor  Abbot, 
shaking  hands  and  walking  towards  the  door.  •'You'll 
just  about  catch  him." 

The  girl  kissed  the  old  lady  and  passed  out.  The 
doctor  stood  for  a  moment  on  his  doorstep  gazing  after  her. 

"  Poor  child— poor  child ! "  he  murmured.  •'  Yes,  she'll 
find  him— I  saw  him  home  myself."  And  he  broke  off 
with  an  expressive  shrug. 
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THE   CAMPAIGN   OPENS 

The  summit  of  a  hill,  however  insignificant  its  altitude,  is 
always  an  inspiring  vantage  point  from  which  to  survey 
the  surrounding  world.  There  is  a  briskness  of  atmosphere 
on  a  hilltop  which  is  inspiriting  to  the  most  jaded  of 
faculties ;  there  is  a  sparkling  vitality  in  the  breath  of  the 
morning  air  which  must  ever  make  life  a  joy  and  the  world 
seem  an  inexpressible  delight  in  which  it  is  the  acme  of 
happiness  to  dwell. 

The  exigencies  of  prairie  life  demand  the  habit  of  early 
rising,  and  more  often  does  the  tiny  human  atom,  which 
claims  for  its  home  the  vast  tracts  of  natural  pasture,  gaze 
upon  the  sloth  of  the  orb  of  day  than  does  that  glorious 
sphere  smile  down  upon  a  sleeping  world. 

Far  as  the  eye  can  reach  stretch  the  mighty  wastes  of 
waving  grass— the  undulating  plains  of  ravishing  verdure. 
What  breadth  of  thought  must  thus  be  inspired  in  one  who 
gazes  out  across  the  boundless  expanse  at  the  glories  of  a 
perfect  sunrise?  How  insignificant  becomes  the  petty 
affairs  of  man  when  gazing  upon  the  majesty  of  God's 
handiwork.  How  utterly  inconceivable  becomes  the 
association  of  evil  with  such  transcendently  beautiful 
creation?  Surely  no  evil  was  intended  to  lurk  in  the 
shadow  of  so  much  simple  splendour. 

And  yet  does  the  ghastly  spectre  of  crime  haunt  the 
perfect  plains,  the  majestic  valleys,  the  noiseless,  inspiring 
pine  woods,  the  glistening,  snow-capped  hills.    And  so  it 
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must  remain  as  long  as  the  battle  of  life  continues  unde- 
c.ded-so  long  as  the  struggle  for  existence  endures. 

The  Hon.  Bunning-Ford  rose  while  yet  the  daylight  was 
struggling  to  overcome  the  shades  of  night.     He  stood 
upon  the  tiny  verandah  which  fronted  his  minute  house, 
smoking  his  early  morning  cigarette.     He  was  waiting  for 
his  coffee-that  stimulating  beverage  which  few  who  have 
ived  in  the  wilds  of  the  West  can  do  without  -and  idly 
luxuriatmg  in  the  wondrous  charm  of  scene   which   was 
spread  out  before  him.     "Lord"  Bill  was  not  a  man  of 
great  poetic  mind,  but  he  appreciated  his  adopted  country 
--    God  s  country,"  as  he  was  wont  to  call  it-as  can  only 
those  who  have  lived  in  it.     The  prairie  had  become  part 
of  his  very  existence,  and  he  loved   to  contemplate  the 
varying  lights  and  colours  which  moved  athwart  the  fresh 
spnng-clad  plains  as   the   sun    rose    above    the    eastern 
horizon. 

The  air  was  chill,  but  withal  invigorating,  as  he  watched 
the  steely  blue  of  the  daylit  sky  slowly  give  place  to  the 
rosy  tint  of  sunrise.  Slowly  at  first-then  faster-great 
waves  of  golden  light  seemed  to  leap  from  the  top  of  one 
green  rising  ground  to  another;  the  grey  white  of  the 
snowy  western  mountains  passed  from  one  dead  shade  to 
another,  until,  at  last,  they  gleamed  like  alabaster  from 
afar  with  a  diamond  brilliancy  almost  painful  to  the  -re 
Thus  the  sun  rose  like  some  mighty  caldron  of  fire  mount- 
ing into  the  cloudless  azure  of  a  perfect  sky,  showering; 
unctuous  rays  of  light  and  heat  upon  the  chilled  life  that 
was  of  its  own  creating. 

Bill  was  still  lost  in  thought,  gazing  out  upon  the  perfect 
scene  from  the  vantage  point  of  the  hill  upon  which  his 
"shack  "  stood,  when  round  the  corner  of  the  house  came 
a  half-breed,  bearing  a  large  tin  pannikin  of  steaming 
coffee.  He  took  the  pannikin  from  the  man  and  propped 
himself  against  a  post  which  helped  to  support  the  roof  of 
the  verandah. 
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"Are  the  boys  out  yet?"  he  asked  the  waiting  Breed, 
.:nd  nodding  towards  the  corrals,  which  reposed  at  the 
foot  of  the  hill  and  were  overlooked  by  the  house. 

"I  guess,"  the  fellow  replied  laconically.  Then,  as  an 
afterthought,  "They're  getting  breakfast,  anyhow." 

"Say,  when  they've  finished  their  grub  you  can  tell  'em 
to  turn  to  and  lime  out  the  sheds.  I'm  going  in  to  the  settle- 
ment to-day.  If  I'm  not  back  to-night  let  them  go  right 
on  with  the  job  to-morrow." 

The  man  signified  his  understandingof  the  instructions  with 
a  grunt.  This  cook  of  "  Lord  "  Bill's  was  not  a  man  of 
words.  His  vocation  had  induced  an  irascibility  of  temper 
which  took  the  form  of  silence.  His  was  an  incipient 
misanthropy. 

Bill  returned  the  eT.pty  pannikin  and  strolled  down 
towards  the  corrals  and  sheds  The  great  barn  lay  well  away 
from  where  the  cattle  congicgated.  This  ranch  was  very 
different  from  that  of  the  Allandales  of  Foss  River.  It 
was  some  miles  away  from  the  settlement.  Its  surroundings 
were  far  more  open.  Timber  backed  the  house,  it  is  true, 
but  in  front  was  the  broad  expanse  of  the  open  plains.  It 
was  an  excellent  position,  and,  governed  by  a  thrifty  hand, 
would  undoubtedly  have  thrived  and  ultimately  vied  with 
the  more  elaborate  establishment  over  which  Jacky  held 
sway.  As  it  was,  however,  Bill  cared  little  for  prosperity 
and  money-making,  and  though  he  did  not  neglect  his 
property  he  did  not  attempt  to  extend  its  present 
limits. 

The  milch  cows  were  slowly  mouching  from  the  corrals 
as  he  neared  the  .beds.  A  diminutive  herder  was  urging 
them  along  with  shrill,  piping  shrieks— vicious  but  in- 
effective. Far  more  to  the  purpose  were  the  efforts  of  a 
well-trained,  bob-tailed  sheep  dog  who  was  awaking  echoes 
on  the  brisk  morning  air  with  the  full-toned  note  of  his 
bark. 

"Lord"  Bill    found    one   or   two    hands   quietly  en- 
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joying  their  after-breakfast  smoke,  but  the  majority  had 
not  as  yet  left  the  kitchen.  Outside  liie  barn  two  men 
were  busily  soft-soaping  their  saddles  and  bridles,  whilst  a 
third,  seated  on  an  upti^rned  box,  was  wiping  out  his 
revolver  with  a  coal-oil  rag.  Bill  passed  them  by  with  a  nod 
and  greeting,  and  went  into  the  stable.  The  horses  were 
feeding,  but  as  yet  the  stalls  had  not  been  cleaned  out.  He 
returned  and  gave  some  instructions  to  one  of  the  men. 
Then  he  walked  slowly  back  to  the  house.  Usually  he 
would  have  stayed  down  there  to  see  the  work  of  the  day 
carried  out ;  now,  however,  he  was  preoccupied.  On  this 
particular  morning  he  took  but  little  interest  in  the  place; 
he  knew  only  too  well  how  soon  it  must  pass  from  his 
possession. 

Half-way  up  the  hill  he  paused  and  turned  his  sleepy 
eyes  towards  the  south.  At  a  considerable  distance  a 
vehicle  was  approaching  at  a  spanking  pace.  It  was 
a  buckboard,  one  of  those  sturdy  conveyances  built 
especially  for  light  prairie  transport.  As  yet  it  was  not 
sufficiently  near  for  hira  to  distinguish  its  occupant,  but  the 
speed  and  cut  of  the  hordes  seemed  familiar  to  him  He 
continued  on  towards  the  house,  and  seated  himself  leisurely 
on  the  verandah,  and,  rolling  himself  another  cigarette, 
calmly  watched  the  on-coming  conveyance. 

It  was  the  habit  of  this  man  never  to  be  prodigal  in  the 
display  of  energy.  He  usually  sat  when  there  was  no  need 
for  standing;  he  always  considered  speech  to  be  golden, 
but  silence,  to  his  way  of  thinking,  was  priceless.  And 
like  most  men  of  such  opinion  he  cultivated  thought  and 
observation. 

He  propped  his  back  against  the  verandah  post,  and, 
taking  a  deep  inhalation  t.om  his  cigarette,  gazed  long  and 
earnestly,  with  half-closed  eyes,  down  the  winding  southern 
trail. 

His  curiosity,  if  such  a  feeling  might  have  been 
attributed  to  him,  was  soon  set  at  rest,  for,  as  the  horses 
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raced  up  the  h,ll  towards  him,  he  had  no  difficulty  in 
recognusing  the  bulky  proportions  of  his  visitor.  Sedng 
he  'r7  - ;'".  ':'''°"'  "^'^"S  for  the  house,  two  o' 
K,  K  /  •'"'^  '^"''"""^  "P  '^^  hill  to  take  the  horses 
Lablache,  for  u  was  the  fleshy  money-lender,  slid,  as  ag  elv 
ash,s  great  bulk  would  permit  him.  from  the  vehiclef  a^d 
the  two  men  took  charge  of  the  horses.  Bill  wa  not 
b^rtLr"     ^— ^^-^y-besotoanybo";; 

"How  are   you?"  he   said    with    a    nod.  but  without 
nsmg    from    his    recumbent    attitude.       «Goin'  to    stay 

His  iatter  question  sounded  churlish,  but  Lablache  under- 
thbking.'  "'''"'"^'     ^'  """'  °^  '^^  ^°''''  '^'  ^^"^h^^  ^^« 

"An  hour  maybe."  replied  Lablache,  breathing  heavily 
as  a  result  of  his  climb  out  of  the  buckboard. 

"Right  Take  'era  away,  boys.  Remove  the  harness 
and  give  em  a  good  rub  down.  Don't  water  or  feed  'em 
till  they  re  cool.  They're  spanking  « plugs.'  Lablache."  he 
added,  as  he  watched  the  horses  being  led  down  to  the 
barn  Come  inside.  Had  breakfast  ?  "  rising  and  knock- 
ing the  dust  from  the  seat  of  his  moleskin  trousers 

"Yes.  I  had  breakfast  before  daylight,  thanks,"  Lablache 
said,  glancing  quickly  down  at  the  empty  corrals,  where  hie 
horses  were  about  to  undergo  a  rubbing  down      "I  came 

bdooTs?"'"  '   ^"'"'"  ''''    "'*'   ^°"      S^"  ^^  go 

"  Most  certainly." 

There  was  an  expressive  curtness  in  the  two  words.  Bill 
permitted  himself  a  brief  survey  of  the  great  man's  back  as 
the  latter  turned  towards  the  front  door.  And  although 
his  half-closed  lids  hid  the  expression  of  his  eyes  the 
pursing  of  the  lips  and  the  fluctuating  muscles  of  his  jaw 
spoke  of  unpleasant  thoughts  passing  through  his  mind  A 
business  talk  with  Lablache.  under  the  circumstances,  could 
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not  afford  the  rancher  much  pleasure.     He  followed  tha 
moneylender  into  the  sitting-room. 

The  apartment  was  very  bare,  mrnnish,  and  scarcely  the 
acme  of  neatness.  A  desk,  a  dec'  'hair,,-,  bench  and  a  couple 
of  old-fashioned  Windsor  chaii  ;  i  smali  ta(,.e,  on  which 
breakfast  things  were  set,  an  o'  .  s;.ddle,  a  ra  .k  of  guns  and 
rifies,  a  few  trophies  of  the  chasc  iu  th^  rhciue  of  skins  and 
antelope  heads  comprised  the  furniture  and  decorations  of 
the  room.  And  too,  in  that  slightly  uncouth  collection, 
somethmg  of  the  character  of  the  proprietor  was  revealed. 

Bunning-Ford  was  essentially  careless  of  comfort.  And 
surely  he  was  nothing  if  not  a  keen  and  ardent  sportsman. 

"  Sit  down."  Uill  indicated  the  chairs  with  a  wave  of  the 
arm.  Lablache  dubiously  eyed  the  deck  chair,  then 
selected  one  of  the  unyielding  Windsor  chairs  as  more  safe 
for  the  burden  of  his  precious  body,  tested  it,  and  sat  down, 
emitting  a  gasp  of  breath  like  an  escape  of  steam  from  a 
safety-valve.  The  younger  man  propped  himself  on  the 
corner  of  his  desk. 

Lablache  looked  furtively  into  his  companion's  face. 
Then  he  turned  his  eyes  in  the  direction  of  the  window.  Bill 
said  nothing,  his  face  was  calm.  He  intended  the  money- 
lender to  speak  first.  The  latter  seemed  indisposed  to  do 
so.  His  lashless  eyes  gazed  steadily  out  at  the  prairie 
beyond.  "  Lord  "  Bill's  persistent  silence  at  length  forced 
the  other  into  speech.  His  words  came  slowly  and  were 
frequently  punctuated  with  deep  breaths. 

"Your  ranch— everything  you  possess  is  held  on  first 
mortgage." 

"Not  all."  Biinning-Forc's  answer  came  swiftly.  The 
abruptness  of  the  other's  announcement  nettled  him.  The 
tone  of  the  words  conveyed  a  challenge  which  the  younger 
man  was  not  slow  to  accept. 

Lablache  shrugged  his  shoulders  with  deliberation  until  his 
fleshy  jowl  creased  against  the  woollen  folds  of  his  shirt  front 

"It  comes  to  the  same  thing,"  he  said;  "what  I— what 
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is  not  mortgaged  is  held  in  bonds.  The  balance,  practically 
all  of  it,  you  owe  under  signature  to  Pedro  Mancha.  It  is 
because  of  that— latest— debt  I  am  here." 

"Ah!" 

Bill  rolled  a  fresh  cigarette  and  lit  it.  He  guessed  some- 
thing of  what  was  coming — but  not  all. 

"  Mancha  will  force  you  to  meet  your  liabilities  to  him. 
Vour  interest  is  shortly  due  to  the  Calford  Loan  Co.  You 
cannot  meet  both." 

Lablache  gazed  unblinkingly  into  the  other's  face.  He 
was  thoroughly  enjoying  himself. 

Bill  was  staring  pensively  at  his  cigarette.  One  leg 
swung  pendulum  fashion  beside  the  desk.  His  indebted- 
ness troubled  him  not  a  jot.  He  was  trying  to  fathom  the 
object  of  this  prelude.  Lablache,  he  knew,  had  not  come 
purposely  to  make  these  plain  statements.  He  blew  a  cloud 
of  smoke  down  his  nostrils  with  much  appreciation.  Then 
he  heaved  a  sigh  as  though  his  troubles  were  too  great  for 
him  to  bear. 

"  Right— dead  right,  first  time." 

The  lazy  eyes  appeared  to  be  staring  into  space.  In 
reality  they  were  watching  the  doughy  countenance  before 
him. 

"What  do  you  propose  to  do?"  Lablache  asked,  ignor- 
ing the  other's  flippant  tone. 

Bill  shrugged. 

"Debts  of  honour  must  be  met  first,"  he  said  quietly. 
"  Mancha  must  be  paid  in  full.  I  shall  take  care  of  that. 
For  the  rest,  I  have  no  doubt  your  business  knowledge  will 
prompt  you  as  to  what  course  the  Calford  Loan  Co.  and 
yourself  had  best  adopt." 

Lablache  was  slightly  taken  aback  at  the  cool  indifference 
of  this  man.  He  scarcely  knew  how  to  deal  with  him.  He 
had  driven  out  this  morning  intending  to  coerce,  or,  at 
least,  strike  a  hard  bargain.  But  the  object  of  his  attentions 
was,  to  say  the  least  of  it,  difficult. 
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He  moved  uneasily  a  id  crossed  his  legs. 

"There  is  only  one  course  open  to  your  creditors.  It  is 
a  harsh  method  and  one  which  goes  devilishly  against  the 
grain.     But — " 

"  Pray  don't  apologise,  Mr  Lablache,"  broke  in  the  other, 
smiling  sardonically.  "  I  am  fully  aware  of  the  tender  con- 
dition of  your  feelings.  I  only  trust  that  in  this  matter  you 
will  carry  out  your— er— painful  duty  without  worrying  me 
with  the  detail  of  the  necessary  routine.  I  shall  settle 
Mancha's  debt  at  once  and  then  you  are  welcome  to  the— 
confounded  lot." 

Bill  moved  from  his  position  and  walked  towards  the 
door.  The  significance  of  his  action  was  well  marked. 
Lablache,  however,  had  no  intention  of  going  yet.  He 
moved  heavily  round  upon  his  chair  so  as  to  face  his  man. 
"  One  moment— er— Ford.  You  are  a  trifle  precipitate. 
I  was  going  on  to  say,  when  you  interrupted  me,  that  if  you 
cared  to  meet  me  half-way  I  have  a  proposition  to  make 
which  might  solve  your  difficulty.  It  is  an  unusual  one,  I 
admit,  but,"  with  a  meaning  smile,  "  I  rather  fancy  that  the 
Calford  Loan  Co.  might  be  induced  to  see  the  advantage, 
to  them,  of  delaying  action." 

The  object  of  this  early  morning  visit  was  about  to  be 
made  apparent.  Bill  returned  to  his  position  at  the  desk 
and  lit  another  cigarette.  The  suave  manner  of  his  un- 
welcome guest  was  dangerous.  He  was  prepared.  There 
was  something  almost  feline  in  the  attitude  and  the 
expression  of  the  young  rancher  as  he  waited  for  the 
money-lender  to  proceed.  Perhaps  Lablache  understood 
him.  Perhaps  his  understanding  warned  him  to  adopt 
his  best  manner.  His  usual  method  in  dealing  with  his 
victims  was  hardly  the  same  as  he  was  now  using. 

"Well,  what  is  this  'unusual'  course?"  asked^Bill,  in 
no  very  tolerant  tone.  He  wished  it  made  quite  plain 
that  he  cared  nothing  about  the  "selling  up"  process  to 
which  he  knew  he  must  be  subjected.     Lablache  noted 
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the  hiighty  manner  and  resented  it,  but  still  he  gave 
no  outward  sign.  He  had  a  definite  object  to  attain  and 
he  would  not  allow  his  anger  to  interfere  with  his  chances 
of  success. 

"Merely  a  pieasant  little  business  arrangement  which 
should  meet  all  parties'  requirements,"  he  ^aid  easily. 
"At  present  you  are  paying  a  ten  per  cent,  interest  on  a 
principal  of  35,000  dollars  to  the  Calford  Loan  Co.  A 
debt  of  20,000  to  me  includes  an  amount  of  interest  which 
represents  ten  per  cent,  interest  for  ten  years.  Very  well. 
Your  ranch  should  be  yielding  a  greater  profit  than  it  is. 
With  your  permission  the  Calford  Trust  Co.  shall  put  in  a 
competent  manager,  whose  salary  shall  be  paid  out  of  the 
profits.  The  balance  of  said  profits  shall  be  handed  over 
to  your  creditors,  less  an  annual  income  to  you  of  1500 
dollars.  Thus  the  principal  of  your  debts,  at  a  careful 
computation,  should  be  liquidated  in  seven  years.  In 
consideration  of  thus  shortening  the  period  of  the  loans 
by  three  years  the  Calford  Trust  Co.  shall  allow  you 
a  rebate  of  five  per  cent,  interest.  Failing  the  profits 
in  seven  years  amounting  to  the  sums  of  money  required, 
the  Calford  Trust  Co.  and  myself  will  forego  the  balance 
due  to  us.  Let  me  plainly  assure  you  that  this  is  no 
philanthropic  scheme  but  the  result  of  practical  calculation. 
The  advantage  to  you  is  obvious.  An  assured  income 
during  that  period,  and  your  ranch  well  and  ably  managed 
and  improved.  Your  property  at  the  end  of  seven  years 
will  return  to  you  a  vastly  more  valuable  possession  than  it 
is  at  present.  And  we,  on  our  part,  will  recover  our  money 
and  interest  without  the  unpleasant  reflection  that,  in  doing 
so,  we  have  beggared  you." 

Lablache,  usurer,  scoundrel,  smiled  benignly  at  his 
companion  as  he  pronounced  his  concluding  words.  The 
Hon.  Bunning-Ford  looked,  thought,  and  looked  again. 
He  began  to  think  that  Lablache  was  meditating  a  more 
rascally  proceeding  than  he  had  given  him  credit  for.     His 


tHE  CAMPAIGN  OPENS  1^3 

words  were  so  specious.  His  pic  was  so  delicately  crusted 
with  such  a  tempting  exterior.  What  was  the  object  of  this 
magnanimous  offer  ?     He  felt  he  must  know  more 

"It  sounds   awfully   well,    but    surely  that  is   not  all. 
What,  in  return,  is  demanded  of  me?" 

Lablache  had  carefully  watched  the  effect  of  his  words 
He  was  wondering  whether  the  man  he  was  dealing  with 
was  clever  beyond  the  averr.ge.  or  a  fool.  He  was  still 
balancing  the  point  in  his  mind  when  Bill  put  the 
question.  ^         ^ 

Lablache  looked  away,  produced  a  snuff-box  and  drew 
up  a  large  pinch  of  snuff  before  answering.  He  blew  his 
bandanl'^^     ^'■"'"P^'t 'ike     vehemence     on    a    great    red 

"The  only  return  asked  of  you  is  that  you  vacate 
the  country  for  the  next  two  years,"  he  said  heavily.  And 
m_^that    rejoinder   "Lord"    Bill    understood    the    man's 

It  was  a  .sudden  awakening,  but  it  came  to  him  as  no 
sort  of  surprise.     He  had  long  suspected,  although  he  had 
never  given  serious  credence  to  his  suspicions,  [he  object 
the    money-lender  had    in    inveiuling   both   himself   and 
i-oker      John   mto  their   present  dirficulties.       Now   he 
understood,    and   a    burning    desire     swept   over  him  to 
shoot  the  man  down  where  he  sat.      Then   a  revulsion 
of  feeling  came  to    him  and  he  saw   the  ludicrous  side 
of    the   situation.      He  gazed   at   Lablache,    that    obese 
mountain  of  blubber,  and  tried  to  think  of  the  beautiful 
wild  Jacky  as  the  money-lender's  wife.     The  thing  seemed 
so  preposterous  that  he  burst  out  into  a  mocking  laugh 

f.rfl      f'  r^°'''  ^'^^  ^^^'  ^^^  "^^^'-  l^ft  ^he  rancher's 
face,  heard  the  tone  and  slowly  flushed  with  anger      For 

forward."'  ^'  '''"''"^  '^°"'  '°  "'"'  '^'"  instead  he  leant 

"W«n3"  1 1.-J    L      ^,.       ,. 

t)reath!ng  his  monos^ 


hissing  upon  the  air. 
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Bill  emitted  a  thin  cloud  of  smoke  into  the  money- 
lender's face.  His  eyes  had  suddenly  become  wide  open 
and  blazing  with  anger.     He  pointed  to  the  door. 

"  I'll  see  you  damned  first !    Now — git ! " 

At  the  door  Lablache  turned.  In  his  face  was  written 
all  the  fury  of  hell. 

"  Mancha's  debt  is  transferred  to  me.  You  will  settle  it 
without  delay." 

He  had  scarcely  uttered  the  last  word  when  there  was  a 
loud  report,  and  simultaneously  the  crash  of  a  bullet  in 
the  casing  of  the  door.  Laolache  accepted  his  dismissal 
with  precipitation  und  hastened  to  where  his  horses  were 
stationed,  to  the  accompaniment  of  "Lord"  Bill's  mocking 
laugh.  He  had  no  wish  to  test  the  rancher's  marksmanship 
further. 


km 


CHAPTER    XII 
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A  MONTH -just  one  month  and  the  early  spring  has 
developed  with  almost  tropical  suddenness  into  a  golden 
thTf;  •  ^\'^^'^  P^^^i"g  °f  seasons,  the  abrupt  break, 
the  hghtnmg  change  from  one  into  another,  is  one  of  the 
many  beaut.es  of  the  climate  of  that  fair  land  where  there 
are  no  half  measures  in  Nature's  mode  of  dealing  out  from 
her  vaned  store  of  moods.     Spring  chases  Winler.  hoar^ 

SD^n;'r"d  r    ?'"'  ':  ^'^  '°""  °'°"^  "'S^^^  -d  -  turn 
Springs    delicate    influence    is  overpowered    with    equal 

Summer  """'^  ""^'"'^"^  ^""^  unctuous  ripeness  of 

colouring ''t?'"^  r""  ^"T.^  '  ^'°"°"^  P'^t"^^  °f  V'vid 
colouring.     The  clumps  of  pine  woods  no  longer  present 

heir  tattered  purplish  appearance,  the  garb  in  which  grim 

bathed  m  the  gleaming  sunlight  they  are  transformed  frcm 
heir  sombre,  forbidding  aspect  to  that  of  radiant,  welcome 
shade.  The  river  is  high,  almost  to  flooding  point.  And 
the  melting  snow  on  the  distant  mountain-tops  has  urged 
It  into  a  sparkling  torrent  of  icy  cold  water  rushing  on  at  a 

^h'n       u.      '^^'"'  '°  '""•■  °"t  '''  d^te"i"g  banks  and 
shallow  bed  m  its  mad  career. 

The   most   magical    change   which   the   first   month  of 
summer  has  brought  is  to  be  seen  in  the  stocV.     Cattle 
when  first  brought  in  from  distant  parts  at  the  outset  of  the 
round-up  usually  are  thin,  mean-looking,  and  half-starved. 
1  wo  weeks  of  the  delicious  spring  grass  and  the  fat  on  their 
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ribs  and  loins  rolls  and  shakes  as  they  move,  growing 
almost  visibly  under  the  succulent  influence  of  the  delicate 
vegetation. 

Few  at  Fobs  River  appreciated  the  blessings  of  summer 
more  fully  than  did  Jacky  AUandale,  and  few  worked 
harder  than  did  she.  Almost  single-handed  she  grapi^led 
with  the  stupendous  task  of  the  nanagement  of  the  great 
ranch,  and  no  "hand,"  however  experienced,  was  more 
capable  in  the  most  arduous  tasks  which  that  management 
involved.  From  the  skilful  organisation  down  to  the 
roping  and  branding  of  a  wild  two-year-old  steer  there  was 
no  one  who  understood  the  business  of  stock-raising  better 
than  she.  She  loved  it — it  was  the  very  essence  of  life  to 
her. 

Silas,  her  uncle's  foreman,  was  in  the  habit  ot  summing 
her  up  in  his  brief  but  expressive  way 

"Missie  Jacky?"  he  would  exclaim,  in  tones  of  surprise, 
to  anyone  who  dared  to  express  wonder  at  her  masterly 
management.  "Guess  a  cyclone  does  its  biz  mighty 
thorough,  but  I  take  it  ef  that  gal  'ud  been  born  a  hurricane 
she'd  'ave  dislodged  mountains  an'  played  baseball  with  the 
glaciers." 

But  this  year  things  were  different  with  the  mistress  of 
the  Foss  River  Ranch.  True  she  went  about  her  work 
with  that  thorough  appreciation  which  she  always  displayed, 
but  the  young  face  had  lost  something  of  its  happy  girlish 
delight  —  that  dibonnaire  cheerfulness  which  usually 
characterised  it.  A  shadow  seemed  to  be  hanging  over 
her — a  shadow,  which,  although  it  marred  in  no  way  her 
fresh  young  beauty,  added  a  deepened  pensiveness  to  her 
great  sombre  eyes,  and  seemed  to  broaden  the  fringing 
black  ring  round  the  grey  pupils.  This  year  the  girl  had 
more  to  grapple  with  than  the  mere  management  of  the 
ranch. 

Her  uncle  needed  all  her  care.  And,  too,  the  conscious- 
ness that  the  result  of  all  her  work  was  insufficient  to  pay  the 
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exorbitant  interest  on  mortgages   which  had  been  forced 
upon   her  uncle  by   the  hated,   desi.ung  Ublache   took 

there  were  thoughts  of  the  compact  sealed  between  he 
lover  and  herself  m  Bad  Man's  Hollow,  and  thrkno'^re 
o  themtent.ons  of  the  moneycnder  towards  "Lord"  BUI 
all  helped  to  render  her  dirrair.     She  knew  all  about  the 
scene  whjch  had  taken  place   ..t  Bill's  ranch,  and  she  knew 
that,  for  her  lover  at  least,  the  crash  had  come.     Durin" 
that  first  month  of  the  open  season  the  girl  had  been  sore  J 
tried     There  was  no  one  but  "  Aunt  "  Margaret  to  whom  she- 
could  go  for  comfort  or  sympathy,  and  e^en  she.  wUh  h 
wise  councls  and  far-seeing  judgn^nt  could  no    share  ," 
the  secrets  wh.ch  weighed  so  heavily  upon  the  girl. 
Jacky  had   not  experienced,   as  might   have   been  ex- 

S  ;  '"'  f  f  '■''^■""y  •"  '^'''P'"8  '•'-  -^'e  fast  to  the 
grmdstone  of  duty.     Whatever  his  faults  and  weaknesses 
John  A  landale  was  first  of  all  a  rancher,  and  when  once 
the  winter  breaks  every  rancher  must  work-ay,  work  lik^ 
no  negro  save  ever  worked.     It  was  only  in  th    evenings 
when  bodily  fat.gue  had  weakened  the  purpose  of  ranching 
habit,  and   when   the  girl,    wearied    with   her  day's   work 
relaxed  her  v.gilance,  that  the  ^    1  man  craved  for  the  obLt 
of  his  passion  and  its  degrading  accompaniment.     Then  he 
would  mbble  at  the  whisky   bottle,  having  "earned   his 
tonic,"  as  he  would  say,  until  the  potent  spirit  had  warmed 
his  courage  and  he  would  hurry  off  to  the  saloon  for  «'  half  an 
hours  flutter,"  which  generally  terminated   in  the   small 
hours  of  the  morning. 

-K^"""!  If  ?'  ''"'"  °^  ^^^'''  ^^  '^^  F°^^  R'ver  Ranch 
when  Lablache  put  into  execution  his  threats  against  the 
Hon.  Bunning  Ford.     The  settlement  had  returned  to  it 

all  the  "hands"  had  returned  to  the  various  ranches  to 
which  thev  bclon?pH      TK^,  Kf^!..  ..•„„,.   :_..      ,      ^ueb  to 

entered 
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of  the  farmers  to  spend  the  proceeds  of  their  garnered 
harvest.  But  this  woula  be  much  later  in  the  year,  and 
in  the  meantime  Foss  River  would  sleep. 

The  night  before  the  sale  of  "  Lord  "  Bill's  ranch,  he  and 
Jacky  went  for  a  ride.  They  had  thus  ridden  out  on  many 
evenings  of  late.  Old  John  was  too  absorbed  in  his  c  vn 
affairs  to  bother  himself  at  these  evening  journeyings, 
although,  in  his  careless  way,  he  had  noticed  how  frequent  a 
visitor  at  the  ranch  Bill  had  lately  become.  Still,  he  made 
no  objection.  If  his  niece  saw  fit  to  encourage  these  visits 
he  would  not  interfere.  In  his  eyes  the  girl  could  do  no 
wrong.  It  was  his  one  redeeming  feature,  his  love  for  the 
motherless  girl,  and  although  his  way  of  showing  it  was 
more  than  open  to  criticism,  it  was  true  he  loved  her  with  a 
deep,  strong  affection. 

Foss  River  was  far  too  sleepv  to  bother  about  these 
comings  and  goings.  Lablach:;,  alr.ne,  of  the  sleepy 
hamlet,  eyed  the  evening  journeys  with  suspicion.  But 
even  he  was  unable  to  fathom  their  object,  and  was  forced 
to  set  them  down,  his  whole  being  consumed  with  jealousy 
the  while,  to  lovers'  wanderings.  However,  these  nightly 
rides  were  taken  with  purpose.  After  galloping  across  the 
prairie  in  various  directions  they  always,  as  darkness  crept 
on,  terminated  at  a  certain  spot — the  clump  of  willows 
and  reeds  at  which  the  secret  path  across  the  great  keg 
began. 

The  sun  was  well  down  below  the  distant  mountain 
peaks  when  Jacky  and  her  lover  reached  the  scrubby  bush 
of  willows  and  reeds  upon  the  evening  before  the  day  of 
the  sale  of  Bill's  ranch.  As  they  drew  up  their  panting 
horses,  and  dismounted,  the  evening  twilight  was  deepen- 
ing over  the  vast  expanse  of  the  mire. 

The  girl  stood  at  the  brink  of  the  bottomless  caldron  of 
viscid  muck  and  gazed  out  across  the  deadly  plain.  Bill 
stood  still  beside  her,  watching  her  face  with  eager,  hungry 
eyes. 
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"Well?"  he  said  at  last,  as  his  impatience  forced  itself 
to  his  lips. 

"Yes,  Bill,"  the  girl  answered  slowly,  as  one  balancin,» 
her  decision  well  before  giving  judgment,  "the  path  has 
widened,  'ihc  rain  has  kept  off  long  enough,  and  the  sun 
has  done  hi&  best  for  us.  It  is  a  good  omen.  Follow 
me." 

She  linked  her  arm  through  the  reins  of  her  horse's 
bridle,  and  leading  the  faithful  animal,  stepped  fearlessly 
out  on  to  the  muskeg.  As  she  trod  the  rotten  crust  she 
took  a  zig-zag  direction  from  one  side  of  the  secret  path  to 
the  other.  That  which,  in  early  spring,  had  scarcely  been 
six  feet  in  width,  would  now  have  borne  ten  horsemen 
abreast.  Presently  she  turned  back.  "We  need  go  no 
further,  Bill ;  what  is  safe  here  continues  safe  across  the 
keg.  It  will  widen  in  places,  but  in  no  place  will  the  path 
grow  narrower." 

"  But  tell  me,"  said  the  man,  anxious  to  assure  himself 
that  no  detail  was  forgotten,  "  what  about  the  trail  of  our 
footprints  ?  " 

The  girl  laughed.  Then  indenting  the  ground  with 
her  shapely  boot  until  the  moisture  below  oozed  into 
the  imprint,  she  looked  up  ii.^o  the  lazy  face  befjrc 
her. 

"See — we  wait  for  one  minute,  and  you  shall  see  the 
result." 

They  waited  in  silence  'n  the  growing  darkness.  The 
night  insects  and  mosqui.oes  buzzed  around  them.  The 
man's  attention  was  riveted  upon  the  impression  made  by 
the  girl's  foot.  Slowly  the  water  filled  the  print,  then,  slowly, 
under  the  moist  influence,  the  ground,  sponge-like,  rose 
again,  the  water  disappeared,  and  all  sign  of  the  footmark 
was  gone. 

When  again  the  ground  had  resumed  its  natural  appear- 
ance the  girl  looked  up. 

"  Are  you  satisfied.  Bill  ?    No  man  or  beast  who  passes 
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over  this  path  leaves  a  trail  which  lasts  longer  than  a 
minute.  Even  the  rank  grass,  however  badly  trodden 
down,  rears  itself  again  with  amazing  vitality.  I  guess  this 
place  was  created  through  the  devil's  agency  and  for  the 
purpose  of  tievil's  work." 

Bill  gave  one  sweeping  glance  around.  Then  he  turned, 
and  the  two  made  their  way  back  to  the  edge  of  the 
sucking  mire. 

"  Yes,  it'll  do,  dear.     Now  let  us  hasten  home." 
They  remounted   their    horses  and   were  soon   lost   in 
the  gathering    darkness    as   they   made    their    way  over 
the  brow  of  the   rising  ground,   in   the   direction  of  the 
settlement. 

The  next  day  saw  the  possession  of  the  Hon.  Bunning- 
Ford's  ranch  pass  into  other  hands.  Punctually  at  noon 
the  sale  began.  And  by  four  o'clock  the  process,  which 
robbed  the  rancher  of  everything  that  he  possessed  in  the 
world,  was  completed. 

Bill  stationed  himself  on  the  verandah  and  smoked  in 
cessantly  while  the  sale  proceeded.  He  was  there  to  see 
how  the  things  went,  and,  in  fact,  seemed  to  take  an  out- 
sider's mterest  only.  He  experienced  no  morbid  sentiment 
at  the  loss  of  his  property— it  is  doubtful  if  he  cared  at  all. 
An)  :  ,  his  leisurely  attitude  and  his  appearance  of  good- 
natures  indifference  caused  many  surprised  remarks 
amongst  the  motley  collection  of  bidders  who  were  present. 
In  spite  of  these  appearances,  however,  he  did  take  a  very 
keen  interest.  A  representative  of  Lablache's  was  there 
to  purchase  stock,  and  Bill  knew  it,  and  his  interest  was 
centred  on  this  would-be  purchaser. 

The  stock  was  the  last  thing  to  come  under  the  hammer. 
There  were  twenty  lots.  Of  these  Lablache's  representative 
purchased  fifteen  —  three-quarters  of  the  stock  of  the 
entire  ranch. 

Bill  waited  only  for  this,  then,  as  the  sale  closed,  he 
leisurely  rolled  and  lit  another  cigarette  and  strolled  to 
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where  a  horse,  which  he   had  liorrowcd   fro.n   the  Allan- 
dales' stable,  was  tioil,  and  rode  slowly  away. 

As  he  rode  awa>  he  turned  his  head  \n  the  direction  of 
the  house  u\)un  the  hill.  He  was  leaviri'^  for  good  and  all 
the  place  which  had  so  long  claimed  him  as  master.  He 
saw  the  small  gathering  of  people  still  hanging  about  the 
verandah,  upon  which  the  auctioneer  still  stood  with  his 
clerk,  busy  over  the  sales.  He  noticed  others  passing  hither 
and  thither,  as  they  prepared  to  depart  with  their  purchases. 
But  none  of  the.se  things  which  he  looked  upon  affected 
him  in  any  mawkish,  sentinieiital  inaniur.  It  was  all  over. 
That  little  hill,  with  its  wooded  background  and  vast 
frontage  of  prairie,  from  which  he  had  loved  to  watch  the 
sun  get  up  after  its  nightly  sojourn,  would  know  him  no 
more.  His  indifTerence  was  unassumed.  His  was  not  the 
nature  to  regret  past  follies. 

He  smiled  softly  as  he  curned  his  attention  to  the 
future  which  lay  before  him,  and  his  smile  was  not  in 
keeping  with  the  expression  of  a  broken  man. 

In  these  last  days  of  waning  prosperity  Bunning-Ford 
had  noticeably  changed.  With  loss  of  property  he  had 
lost  much  of  that  curious  veneer  of  indolence,  utter  dis- 
regard of  consequences,  which  had  always  been  his. 
Not  that  he  had  suddenly  developed  a  violent  activity 
or  boisterous  enthusiasm.  Simply  his  interest  in  things 
and  persons  seemed  to  have  received  a  fillip.  There 
seemed  to  be  an  air  of  latent  activity  about  him;  a 
setness  of  purpose  which  must  have  been  patent  to  any- 
one sufficiently  interested  to  observe  the  young  rancher 
closely.  But  Foss  River  was  too  sleepy— indiflferent— to 
worry  itself  about  anybody,  except  those  in  its  ranks 
who  were  riding  the  high  horse  of  success.  Those  who 
fell  out  by  the  wayside  were  far  too  numerous  to  have 
more  than  a  passing  thought  devoted  to  them.  So  this 
subtle  change  in  the  man  was  allowed  to  pass  without 
couunent    by    any  except,   perhaps,   the   money-lender, 
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Lablache,  and  the  shrewd,   kindly  wife  of  the  doctor- 
people  not  much  given  to  gossip. 

It  was  only  since  the  discovery  of  Lablache's  perfidy 
that  "Lord"  Bill  had  understood  what  living  meant. 
His  discovery  in  Smith's  saloon  had  roused  in  him  a 
very  human  manhood.  Since  that  time  he  had  been 
seized  with  a  mental  activity,  a  craving  for  action  he 
had  never,  in  all  his  lazy  life,  before  experienced.  This 
sudden  change  had  been  aggravated  by  Lablache's  sub- 
sequent conduct,  and  the  flame  had  been  fanned  by 
the  right  that  Jacky  had  given  him  to  protect  her.  The 
sensation  was  one  of  absorbing  excitement,  and  the  loss 
of  property  sat  lightly  upon  him  in  consequence. 
Money  he  had  not— property  he  had  not.  But  h^  ^'ad 
now  what  he  had  never  possessed  before— he  had  an 
object. 

A   lasting,    implacable    vengeance   was    his,    from   the 
contemplation  of  which  he  drew  a  satisfaction  which  no 
possession   of  property  could  have  given   him.      Nature 
had,  with  incorrigible  perversity,  cut  him  out  for  a  life 
of  ease,  whilst  endowing   him   with  a  character  capable 
of  very  great  things.     Now,  in  her  waywardness  she  had 
aroused   that    character    and    overthrown    the   hindering 
superficiality  in  which  she  had  clothed  it.     And  further 
to  mark  her  freakish  mood,  these  same  capabilities  which 
might  easily,   under  other  circumstances,   have  led  him 
into  the  fore-front  of  life's  battle,  she  directed,  with  in- 
exorable cruelty,  into  an  adverse  course.     He  had  been 
cheated,    robbed,    and    his    soul    thirsted    for    revenge. 
Lablache  had   robbed  the   uncle   of  the  girl   he  loved 
and,  worse  than  all,  the  wretch   had  tried  to  oust  him 
from  the  affections  of  the  girl  herself.     Yes,  he  thirsted 
for  revenge   as   might   any   traveller   in    a   desert   crave 
for  water.     His  eyes,   no  longer   sleepy,   gleamed  as  he 
thought.      His    long,   square   jaws   seemed  welded  into 
one  as  he  thought  of  his  wrongs.     His  was  the  vengeance 
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which,  if  necessary,  would  last  his  lifetime.  At  least, 
whilst  Lablache  lived  no  quarter  would  he  give  or 
accept. 

Something  of  this  he  was  thinking  as  he  took  his 
farewell  of  the  ranch  on  the  hill,  and  struck  out  in  the 
direction  of  th^j  half-breed  camp,  situated  in  a  hollow 
some  distance  cutside  the  settlement  of  Foss  River. 
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The  afterglow  of  sunset  slowly  faded  out  of  the  western 
sky.      And   the   hush   of  the   night   was   over   all.      The 
feeling  of  an  awful  solitude,  which  comes  to  those  whose 
business   is   to   pass  the   night    on  the   open   prairie,   is 
enhanced  rather  than  reduced  by  the  buzz  of  insect  life 
upon  the  night  air.     The  steady  hum  of  the  mosquito— 
the  night  song  of  the  grasshoppers  and  frogs— the  tick- 
ing,   spasmodic   call    of  the    invisible   beetles— all  these 
things  help   to   intensify   the    loneliness   and   magnitude 
of  the  wild   surroundings.       Nor  does   the  smouldering 
camp-fire   lessen   the   loneliness.     Its  very  light  deepens 
the  surrounding  dark,  and  its  only  use,  after  the  evening 
meal   is  cooked,   is   merely  to   dispel   the  savage  attack 
of  the  voracious  mosquito  and  put  the  fear  of  man  into 
the  hearts  of  the  prairie   scavenger,   the  coyote,   whose 
dismal  howl  awakens   the  echoes  of  the  night  at  pain- 
fully certain  intervals,   and   often   drives  sleep  from  the 
eyes  of  the  weary  traveller. 

It  is  rare  that  the  "cow -hand"  pitches  his  camp 
amongst  hills,  or  in  the  neighbourhood  of  any  bushy 
growth.  The  former  he  shuns  from  a  natural  dislike 
for  a  limited  view.  The  latter,  especially  if  the  bush 
takes  the  form  of  pine  woods,  is  bad  for  many  reasons, 
chief  amongst  which  is  the  fact  of  its  being  the  harbour- 
age of  the  savage,  gigantic  timber  wolf— a  creature  as 
naturally  truculent  as  the  far-famed  grizzly,  the  denizen 
of  the  towering  Rockies. 
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Upon  a  high  level  of  the  prairie,  out  towards  the  upper 
reaches  of  the  Rainy  River,  a  tributary  of  the  broad,  swift- 
flowing  Foss  River,  and  some  fifteen  miles  from  the  settle- 
ment, two  men  were  lounging,  curled  leisurely  round  the 
smouldering  remains  of  a  camp  fire.  Some  distance  away 
the  occasional  lowing  of  a  cow  betrayed  the  presence  of  a 
band  of  cattle. 

The  men  were  wide  awake  and  smoking.  Whether  they 
refrained  from  sleep  through  necessity  or  inclination  matters 
little.  Probably  the  hungry  attacks  of  the  newly-hatched 
mosquito  were  responsible  for  their  wakefulness.  Each  man 
was  wrapped  in  a  single  brown  blanket,  and  a  folded  saddle- 
cloth answered  as  a  pillow,  and  it  was  noticeable  that  they 
were  stretched  out  well  to  leeward  of  the  fire,  so  that  the 
smoke  passed  across  them,  driving  away  a  few  of  the  less 
audacious  "  skitters." 

"  We'll  get  'em  in  by  dinner  to-morrow,"  said  one  of  the 
sleepless  men  thoughtfully.  His  remark  was  more  in  the 
tone  of  soliloquy  than  addre'i-ed  to  the  other.  Then  louder, 
and  in  a  manner  which  in  plied  resentment,  "Them  all- 
fired  skitters  is  givin'  me  a  twistin'." 

"Smoke  up,  pard,"  came  a  muffled  rejoinder  from  the 
region  of  the  other  blanket.     "Maybe  your  hide's  a  bit 
tender  yet.    I  'lows  skitters  'most  alius  goes  fur  young  'uns 
Guess  I'm  all  right." 

"  Dessay  you  are,"  replied  the  first  speaker,  sharply.  "  I 
ain't  been  long  in  the  country— leastways,  not  on  the  prairie, 
an'  like  as  not  I  ain't  dropped  into  the  ways  o'  things.  I've 
alius  heerd  as  washin'  is  mighty  bad  when  skitters  is  around. 
They  doesn't  worry  you  any." 

He  pulled  heavily  at  his  pipe  until  his  face  was  enveloped 
in  a  fog  of  smoke.  His  companion's  tone  of  patronage 
had  nettled  him.  The  old  hand  moved  restlessly  but  did 
not  answer.  It  is  doubtful  if  the  other's  sarcasm  had  been 
observed.  It  was  scarcely  broad  enough  to  penetrate  the 
toughened  hide  of  the  older  hand's  susceptibilities. 
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The  silence  was  broken  by  a  man's  voice  in  the  distance. 
The  sound  of  an  old  familiar  melody,  chanted  in  a  manly 
and  not  unmusical  voice,  reached  the  fireside.  It  was  the 
voice  of  the  man  who  was  on  watch  round  the  band  of 
cattle,  and  he  was  endeavouring  to  lull  them  into  quiescence. 
The  human  voice,  in  the  stillness  of  the  night,  has  a  som- 
nolent effect  upon  cattle,  and  even  mosquitoes,  unless  they 
are  very  thick,  fail  to  counteract  the  effect.  The  older 
hand  stirred.  Then  he  sat  up  and  methodically  replenished 
the  fire,  kicking  the  dying  embers  together  until  they  blazed 
afresh. 

"  Jim  Bowley  do  sing  mighty  sweet,"  he  said,  in  disparag- 
ing tones.  "  Like  a  crazy  buz"-saw,  I  guess.  S'pose  them 
beasties  is  gettin'  kind  o'  restless.  Say,  Nat,  how  goes  the 
time  ?     It  must  be  nigh  on  ter  your  spell." 

Nat  sat  up  and  drew  out  a  great  silver  watch. 

"Haf  an  hour  yet,  pard."  Then  he  proceeded  to  re-fill 
his  pipe,  cutting  great  flakes  of  black  tobacco  from  a  large 
plug  with  his  sheath  knife.  Suddenly  he  paused  in  the 
operation  and  listened.     "  Say,  Jake,  what's  that  ?  " 

"What's  what?"  replied  Jake,  roughly,  preparing  to  lie 
down  again. 

"Listen!" 

The  two  men  bent  their  keen,  prairie-trained  ears  to  wind- 
ward. They  listened  intently.  The  night  was  very  black 
— as  yet  the  moon  had  not  risen.  Jake  used  his  eyes  as 
well  as  ears.  On  the  prairie,  as  well  as  elsewhere,  eyes  have 
a  lot  to  do  with  hearing.  He  sought  to  penetrate  the  dark- 
ness around  him,  but  his  efforts  were  unavailing.  He  could 
hear  no  sound  but  the  voice  of  Jim  Bowley  and  the  steady 
plodding  of  his  horse's  feet  as  he  ceaselessly  circled  the 
band  of  somnolent  cattle.  The  sky  was  cloudy,  and  only 
here  and  there  a  few  stars  gleamed  diamond-like  in  the 
heavens,  but  threw  insufficient  light  to  aid  the  eyes  which 
sought  to  penetrate  the  surrounding  gloom.  The  old  hand 
threw  himself  back  on  his  pillow  in  sceptical  irritation. 
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"Thar  ain't  nothin',  young 'un,"  he  said  disdainfully. 
"  The  beasties  is  quiet,  and  Jim  Bowley  ain't  no  tenderfoot. 
Say,  them  skitters  'as  rattled  yer.  Guess  you  'card  some 
prowlin'  coyote.  They  alius  come  around  whar  ther's  a 
tenderfoot." 

Jake  curled  himself  up  again  and  chuckled  at  his  own 
sneering  pleasantry. 

^^  "Coyote  yerself,  Jake  Bond,"  retorted  Nat,  angrily. 
"  Them  lugs  o'  yours  is  gettin'  old.  Guess  yer  drums  is 
saggin'.     You're  mighty  smart,  I  don't  think." 

The  youngster  got  on  to  his  feet  and  walked  to  where 
the  men's  two  horses  were  picketed.  Both  horses  were 
standing  with  ears  cocked  and  their  heads  held  high  in  the 
direction  of  the  ircuntains.  Their  attitude  was  the  acme 
of  alertness.  As  the  man  came  up  they  turned  towards 
him  and  whinnied  as  if  in  relief  at  the  knowledge  of  his 
presence.  But  almost  instantly  turned  again  to  gaze  far 
out  into  the  night.  Wonderful  indeed  is  a  horse's  instinct, 
but  even  more  wonderful  is  the  keenness  of  his  sight  and 
hearing. 

Nat  patted  his  broncho  on  the  neck,  and  then  stood  be- 
side him  watching— listening.  Was  it  fancy,  or  was  it  fact  ? 
The  faintest  sound  of  a  horse  galloping  reached  him ;  at 
least,  he  thought  so. 

He  returned  to  the  fire  sullenly  antagonistic.  He  '" ' 
not  return  to  his  blanket,  but  sat  silently  smoking  ana 
thinking.  He  hated  the  constant  references  to  his  inex- 
perience on  the  prairie.  If  even  he  did  hear  a  horse 
galloping  in  the  distance  it  didn't  matter.  But  it  was  his 
ears  that  had  first  caught  the  sound  in  spite  of  his  inex- 
perience. His  companion  pigheadedly  derided  the  fact 
because  his  own  ears  were  not  sufiiciently  keen  to  have  de- 
tected the  sound  himself. 

Thus  he  sat  for  a  few  minutes  gazing  into  the  fire.  Jake 
was  now  snoring  loudly,  and  Nat  was  glad  to  be  relieved 
from  the  tones  of  his  sneering  voice.      Presently  he  rose 
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softly  from  his  seat,  and,  taking  his  saddle  blanket,  saddled 
and  bridled  his  horse.  Then  he  mounted  and  silently  rode 
off  towards  the  herd.     It  was  his  relief  on  the  cattle  guard. 

Jim  Bowley  welcomed  him  with  the  genial  heartiness  of  a 
man  who  knows  that  he  has  finished  his  vigil  and  that  he 
can  now  lie  down  to  rest.  The  guarding  of  a  large  herd  at 
night  is  always  an  anxious  time.  Cattle  are  strange  things 
to  handle.  A  stampede  will  often  involve  a  week's  weary 
scouring  of  the  prairie. 

Just  as  Jim  Bowli^y  was  about  to  ride  up  to  the  camp,  Nat 
fired  a  question  which  he  had  been  some  time  meditating. 

"Guess  you  didn't  hear  a  horse  gallopin'  jest  now, 
pard?"  he  asked  quietly. 

"  Why  cert,  boy,"  the  other  answered  quickly,  "  only  a 
deaf  mule  could  'a'  missed  it.  Someone  passed  right  under 
the  ridge  thar,  away  to  the  south-west.  Guess  they  war' 
travellin'  mighty  fast  too.    Why?" 

"  Oh,  nothin',  Jim,  on'y  I  guess  Jake  Bond's  that  same 
deaf  mule  you  spoke  of.  He's  too  fond  of  gettin'  at 
youngsters,  the  old  fossil.  I  told  ';m  as  I  'card  suthin',  an' 
'e  told  me  as  I  was  a  tenderfoot  and  didn't  know  wot  I 
was  gassin'  about." 

"  Jake's  a  cantankerous  cuss,  boy.  Let  'im  gas ;  'e  don't 
cut  any  figger  anyway.  Say,  you  keep  yer  eye  peeled  on 
some  o'  the  young  heifers  on  the  far  side  o'  the  bunch. 
They're  rustlin'  some.  They  keep  mouching  after  new 
grass.  When  the  moon  gits  up  you'll  see  better.  S'long, 
mate." 

Jim  rode  away  towards  the  camp  fire,  and  young  Nat 
proceeded  to  circle  round  the  great  herd  of  cattle.  It  was 
a  mighty  bunch  for  three  men  to  handle.  But  Lablache, 
its  owner,  was  never  one  to  underwork  his  men.  This  was 
the  herd  which  he  had  purchased  at  the  sale  of  Bunning- 
Ford's  ranch.  And  they  were  now  being  taken  to  his  own 
ranch,  some  distance  to  the  south  of  the  settlement,  for  the 
purpose  of  re-branding  with  his  own  marks. 
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As  yoflng  Nat  entered  upon  his  vigil  the  goldei;  arc  of 
the  rising  moon  broke  the  sky-line  of  the  horizon 
Already  the  clouds  were  fast  clearing,  being  slowly  driven 
before  the  yellow  glory  of  the  orb  of  night.  Soon  the 
prairie  would  be  bathed  in  the  effulgent,  silvery  light  which 
renders  the  western  night  so  delicious  when  the  moon  is  at 
Its  full. 

As  the  cowboy  circled  the   herd,   the  moon,  at   first 
directly  to  his  left,  slowly  dropped  behind  until  its,  as  yet 
dull  hght  shone  full  upon  his  back.     The  beasts  were  quite 
quiet  and  the  sense  of  responsibility  which  was  his,  in  a 
measure,  lessened. 

Some  distance  ahead,  and  near  by  where  he  must  pass  a 
clump  of  undergrowth  and  a  few  stunted  trees  grew  round 
the  base  of  a  hillock  of  broken  rocks.     The  cattle  were 
reposing  close  up  by  this  shelter.     Nat's  horse,  as  he  drew 
near  to  the  bush,  was  ambling  along  at  that  peculiar  gait, 
half  walk,  half  trot,  essentially  the  pace  of  a  "cow-horse." 
Suddenly  the  animal  came   to  a  stand,  for  which  there 
seemed  no  apparent  reason.     He  stood  for  a  second  with 
ears  cocked,  sniffing  at   the  night  air  in   evident  alarm. 
Then  a  prolonged,  low  whistle  split  the  air.     The  sound 
came  from  the  other  side  of  the  rocks,  and,  to  the  tender- 
toot  s  ears,  constituted  a  signal. 

The   most  natural  thing  for  him  to  have  done  would 
have  been  to  wait   for   further  developments,  if  develop- 
ments  there   were    to   be.     However,   he   was  a    plucky 
youngster  in  spite  of  his  inexperience,  and,  besides,  some- 
thing of  the  derision  of  Jake  Bond  was  still  rankling  in  his 
mind      He  knew  the  whistle  to  be  the  effort  of  some  man 
and  h,s  discovery  of  the  individual  would  further  prove  the 
accuracy  of  his  hearing,  and  he  would  then  have  the  laugh 
of  his  companion.     A  more  experienced  hand  would  have 
hrst  looked  to  his  six-shooter  and  thought  of  cattle  thieves 
but    as  Jake   hnd   said,   he  was   a  tenderfoot.     Instead' 
without  a  moment's  hesitation,  he  dashed  his  spurs  into  his 
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broncho's  flanks  and  swept  round  to  the  shadowed  side  of 
the  rocks. 

He  realised  his  folly  when  too  late.  The  moment  he 
entered  the  shade  there  came  the  slithering  whirr  of 
something  cutting  through  the  air.  Something  struck  the 
horse's  front  legs,  and  the  next  moment  he  shot  out  of  the 
saddle  in  response  to  a  somersault  which  the  broncho 
turned.  His  horse  had  been  roped  by  one  of  his  front 
legs.  The  cowboy  lay  where  he  fell,  dazed  and  half 
stunned.  Then  he  became  aware  of  three  dark  faces 
bending  over  him.  An  instant  .ater  a  gag  was  forced  into 
his  mouth,  and  he  felt  himself  being  bound  hand  and  foot. 
Then  the  three  faces  silently  disappeared,  and  all  was  quiet 
about  him. 

In  the  meantime,  on  the  rising  ground,  where  the  camp 
fire  burned,  all  was  calm  slumber.  The  two  old  hands 
were  taking  their  rest  with  healthy  contentment  and  noisy 
assertion.  The  glory  of  the  rising  moon  was  lost  to  the 
slumberers,  and  no  dread  of  coming  disaster  disturbed 
them.  The  stertorous  blasts  of  their  nostrils  testified  to 
this.  The  replenished  fire  slowly  died  down  to  a  mass  of 
white  smouldering  ashes,  and  the  chill-growing  air  caused 
one  of  the  sleepers  to  move  restlessly  in  his  sleep  and 
draw  his  head  down  beneath  his  blanket  for  greater 
warmth. 

Up  the  slope  came  three  figures.  They  were  moving 
with  cautious,  stealthy  step,  the  movement  of  men  whose 
purpose  is  not  open.  On  they  came  swiftly  —  silently. 
One  man  led ;  he  was  tall  and  swarthy  with  long  black  hair 
falling  upon  his  shoulders  in  straight,  coarse  mass.  He 
was  evidently  a  half-breed,  and  his  clotht-s  denoted  him  to 
be  of  the  poorer  class — a  class  accustomed  to  live  by  preying 
upon  its  white  neighbours.  He  was  clad  in  a  pair  of  mole- 
skin trousers,  which  doubtless  at  one  time  had  been  white, 
but  which  now  were  of  that  nondescript  hue  which  dirt 
conveys.     His  upper  garments  were  a  beaded  buckskin 
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shirt  and  a  battered  Stetson  bat.  Around  his  waist  was  a 
cartridge  belt,  on  which  was  slung  a  holster  containing  a 
heavy  six-chambered  revolver  and  a  long  sheath  knife. 

His  companions  were  similarly  equipped,  and  the  three 
formed  a  wild  picture  of  desperate  resolve.  Yard  by  yard 
they  drew  toward  the  sleepers,  at  each  step  listening  for  the 
loud  indications  of  sleep  which  were  made  only  too 
apparent  upon  the  still  night  air.  Now  they  were  close 
upon  the  fire.  One  of  the  unconscious  cow-boys,  Jim 
Bowley,  stirred.  A  moment  passed.  Then  the  intruders 
drew  a  step  nearer.  Suddenly  Jim  roused  and  then  sat 
up.  His  action  at  once  became  a  signal.  There  was  a 
sound  of  swift  footsteps,  and  the  next  instant  the  astonished 
man  was  gazing  into  the  muzzle  of  a  heavy  pistol. 

"  Hands  up !  "  cried  the  voice  of  the  leading  half-breed. 
One  of  his  followers  had  similarly  covered  the  half-awakened 
Jake. 

Without  a  word  of  remonstrance  two  pairs  of  hands  went 
up.  Astonishment  had  for  the  moment  paralysed  speech 
on  the  part  of  the  rudely-awakened  sleepers.  They  were  only 
dimly  conscious  of  their  assailants.  The  compelling  rings 
of  metal  that  confronted  them  weighed  the  balance  of  their 
judgment,  and  their  response  was  the  instinctive  response 
of  the  prairie.  Whoever  their  assailants,  they  had  got  the 
drop  on  them.    The  result  was  the  law  of  necessity. 

In  depressing  silence  the  assailants  drew  their  captives' 
weapons.  Then,  after  binding  their  arms,  the  leader  bade 
them  rise.  His  voice  was  harsh  and  his  accent  "South- 
Western  "  American.  Then  he  ordered  them  to  march,  the 
inexorable  pistol  ever  present  to  enforce  obedience.  In 
silence  the  two  men  were  conducted  to  the  bush  where  the 
first  capture  had  been  made.  And  here  they  were  firmly 
tied  to  separate  trees  with  their  own  lariats. 

"See  hyar,"  said  the  tall  half-breed,  as  the  captives'  feet 
were  bound  securely.  «  There  ain't  goin'  to  be  no  shootin' 
You're  that  sensible.    You're  jest  goin'  to  remain  right  hyar 
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till  daylight,  or  mebbe  later.     A  gag'll  prevent  your  gassin". 
You're  right  in  the  track  of  white  men,  so  I  guess  you'll 
do.     See  hyar,  bo'  jest  shut  it,"  as  Jim  Bowley  essayed  to 
speak,  "cause  my  barker's  itchin'to  join  in  a  conversation." 
The  threat  had  a  quieting  effect  upon  poor  Jim,  who 
immediately  closed  his  lips.     Silent  but  watchful  he  eyed 
the  half-breed's  face.     There  was  something  very  familiar 
about  the  thin  cheeks,  high  cheek-bones,  and  about  the 
great  hooked  nose.     He  was  struggling  hard  to  locate  the 
man.     At  this  moment  the  third  ruffian  approached  with 
three  horses.    The  other  had  been  busy  fixing  a  gag  in 
Jake  Bond's  mouth.     Jim  Bowley  saw  the  horses  come  up. 
And,  in  the  now  brilliant  moonlight,  he  beheld  and  re- 
cognised a  grand-looking  golden  chestnut.     There  was  no 
mistaking  that  glorious  beast.     Jim  was  no  tenderfoot ;  he 
had  been  on  the   prairie  in  this  district  for  years.     And 
although  he  had  never  come  into  actual  contact  with  the 
man,  he  had  seen  him  and  knew  about  the  exploits  of  the 
owner  of  that  perfect  animal. 

The  half-breed  approached  him  with  an  improvised  gag. 
For  the  life  of  him  Jim  could  not  resist  a  temptation  which 
at  that  moment  assailed  him.  The  threatening  attitude  of 
his  captor  for  the  instant  had  lost  its  effect.  If  he  died  for 
it  he  must  blurt  out  his  almost  superstitious  astonishment. 

The  half-breed  seized  his  prisoner's  lower  jaw  in  his  hand 
and  compressed  the  cheeks  upon  the  teeth.  Jim's  lips 
parted,  and  a  horrified  amazement  found  vent  in  words. 

"  Holy  Gawd  !  man.  But  be  ye  flesh  or  speirit  ?  Peter 
Relief — as  I'm  a  livin' — " 

He  said  no  more,  for,  with  a  wrench,  the  gag  was  forced 
into  his  mouth  by  the  relentless  hand  of  the  man  before 
him.  Although  be  was  thus  silenced  his  eyes  remained 
wide  open  and  staring.  The  dark  stern  face,  as  he  saw  it, 
was  magnified  into  that  of  a  fiend.  The  keen  eyes  and 
depressed  brows,  he  thought,  might  belong  to  some  devil 
re-incarnated,  whilst  the  eagle-beaked  uose  and  thin-com- 
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pressed  lips  denoted,  to  his  distorted  fancy,  a  sanguinary 
cruelty.  At  the  mention  of  his  name  this  forbidding 
apparition  flasued  a  vengeful  look  at  the  speaker,  and  a 
half  smile  of  utter  disdain  flickered  unnoticed  around  the 
corners  of  his  mouth. 

Once  his  prisoners  were  secured  the  dark-visaged  cattle- 
thief  turned  to  the  horses.  At  a  word  the  trio  mounted. 
Then  they  rode  off,  and  the  wretched  captives  beheld,  to 
their  unspeakable  dismay,  the  consummate  skill  with  which 
the  cattle  were  roused  and  driven  off.  Away  they  went 
with  reckless  precipitance,  the  cattle  obeying  the  master 
hand  of  the  celebrated  raider  with  an  implicimess  which 
seemed  to  indicate  a  strange  sympathy  between  man  and 
beast.  The  great  golden  chestnut  raced  backwards  and 
forwards  like  some  well-trained  greyhound,  heading  the 
leading  beasts  into  the  desired  direction  without  effort  or 
apparent  guidance.  It  was  a  grand  display  of  the  cowboy's 
art,  and,  in  spite  of  his  predicament  and  the  cruel  tightness 
of  his  bonds,  Jim  Bowley  revelled  in  the  sight  of  such  a 
display. 

In  five  minutes  the  great  herd  was  out  of  sight,  and  only 
the  distant  rumble  of  their  speeding  hoofs  reached  the 
captives.  Later,  the  moon,  no  longer  golden,  but  shedding 
a  silvery  radiance  over  all,  shone  down  upon  a  peaceful 
plain.  The  night  hum  of  insects  was  undisturbed.  The 
mournful  cry  of  the  coyote  echoed  at  intervals,  but  near  by, 
where  ihe  camp  fire  no  longer  put  the  fear  of  man  into  the 
hearts  of  the  scavengers  of  the  prairie,  all  was  still  and 
calm.  The  prisoners  moaned  softly,  but  not  loud  enough 
to  disturb  the  peace  of  the  perfect  night,  as  their  cruel 
bonds  gnawed  at  their  patience.  For  the  rest,  the  Western 
world  had  resumed  its  wonted  air. 
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"A  THOUSAND  head  of  cattle,  John!  A  thousand;  and 
•hustled'  from  under  our  very  noses.  By  thunder!  it  is 
intolerable  !  Over  thirty-five  thousand  dollars  gone  in  one 
clean  sweep.  Why,  I  say,  do  we  pay  for  the  upkeep  of  the 
police  if  this  sort  of  thing  is  allowed  to  go  on?  It  is  dis- 
graceful. It  means  ruination  to  the  country  if  a  man  cannot 
run  his  stock  without  fear  of  molestation.  Who  said  that 
scoundrel  Retief  was  dead— drowned  in  the  great  muskeg? 
It's  all  poppy-cock,  I  tell  you ;  the  man's  as  much  alive  as 
you  or  I.  Thirty-five  thousand  dollars  !  By  heavens !— it's 
— it's  scandalous  !  " 

Lablache  leant  forward  heavily  in  his  chair  and  rested  his 
great  arms  upon  John  Allandale's  desk.  "  Poker "  John  and 
he  were  seated  in  the  former's  ofllice,  whither  the  money- 
lender had  come,  post-haste,  on  receiving  the  news  of  the 
daring  raid  of  the  night  before.  The  great  man's  voice  was 
unusually  thick  ^ith  rage,  and  his  asthmatical  breathing 
came  in  great  gusts  as  his  passionate  excitement  grew  under 
the  lash  of  his  own  words.  The  old  rancher  gazed  in 
stupefied  amazement  at  the  financier.  He  had  not  as  yet 
fully  realised  the  fact  with  which  he  had  just  been  acquainted 
in  terms  of  such  sweeping  passion.  The  old  man's  brain 
was  none  too  clear  in  the  mornings  now.  And  the  sudden- 
ness of  the  announcement  had  shocked  his  faculties  into  a 
state  of  chaos. 

"  Terrible— terrible,"  was  all  he  was  able  to  murmur. 
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Then,  bracing  himself,  he  asiccd  weakly,  "  But  what  are  yon 
to  do  ?  " 

The  weather-beaten  old  face  was  working  nervously. 
The  eyes,  in  the  past  keen  and  direct  in  their  glance,  were 
bloodshot  and  troubled.  He  looked  like  a  man  who  was 
fast  breaking  up.  Very  difTerent  from  the  night  when  we 
first  met  him  at  the  Calford  Polo  Club  ball.  There  could 
be  no  doubt  as  to  the  origin  of  this  swift  change.  The 
whole  atmosphere  of  the  man  spoke  of  drink. 

Lablache  turned  on  him  without  any  attempt  to  conceal 
the  latent  ferocity  of  his  nature.  The  heavy,  pouchy  jowl 
was  scarlet  with  his  rage.  The  money-lender  had  been 
flicked  upon  a  "ery  raw  and  tender  spot.  Money  was  his 
god. 

"  What  am  I  to  do  ?  "  he  retorted  savagely.  "  What  are 
'U'e  to  do?  What  is  all  the  ranching  world  of  Alberta  to  do? 
Why,  fight,  man.  Hound  this  scoundrel  to  his  lair.  Follow 
him— track  him.  Hunt  him  from  bush  to  bush  until  we 
fall  upon  him  and  tear  him  limb  from  limb.  Are  we  going 
to  sit  still  while  he  terrorises  the  whole  country?  While  he 
•hustles 'every  head  of  stock  from  us,  and-and  spirits  it 
away?  No,  if  we  spend  fortunes  upon  his  capture  we  must 
not  rest  until  he  swings  from  a  gibbet  at  the  end  of  his  own 
lariat." 

"Yes,  of  course— of  course,"  the  rancher  responded,  his 
cheek  twitching  weakly.  "You  are  quite  right,  we  must 
hunt  this  scoundrel  down.  But  we  know  what  has  gone 
before— I  mean,  before  he  was  supposed  to  have  died.  The 
man  could  never  be  traced.  He  seemed  to  vanish  into  thin 
air.     W  hat  do  you  propose  ?  " 

''Yes,  but  that  was  two  years  ago,"  said  Lablache,  moodily. 
Things  may  be  different  now.  A  thousand  head  of  cattl« 
does  not  vanish  so  easily.  There  is  bound  to  be  some  trace 
left  behind.  And  then,  the  villain  has  only  got  a  short 
start  of  us.  I  sent  a  messenger  over  to  Stormy  C!o\.  '  Settle- 
ment the  first  thing  this  morning.   A  sergeant  and  four  men 
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will  \ie  sent  to  work  up  the  case.  I  expect  them  here  at 
any  moment.  As  justices  of  the  peace  it  devolves  on  both 
of  us  to  set  an  example  to  the  settlers,  and  we  shall  then 
receive  hearty  co-operation.  You  understand,  John,"  the 
money  -  lender  wont  on,  with  pompous  assertiveness, 
"although,  at  present,  I  am  the  chief  sufferer  by  this 
scoundrel's  depredations,  it  is  plainly  your  duty  as  much  as 
mine  to  take  this  matter  up." 

The  first  rough  storm  of  Lablache's  passion  had  passed. 
He  was  "  yanking  "  himself  up  to  the  proper  attitude  for  the 
business  in  hand.  Although  he  had  calmed  considerably 
his  lashless  eyes  gleamed  viciously,  and  his  flabby  face  wore 
an  expression  which  boded  ill  for  the  object  of  his  rage, 
should  that  unfortunate  ever  come  within  the  range  of  his 
power. 

"  Poker  "  John  was  struggling  hard  to  bring  a  once  keen 
intellect  to  bear  upon  the  affair.  He  had  listened  to  the 
money-lender's  account  of  the  raid  with  an  almost  doubtful 
understanding,  tho  chief  shock  to  which  was  the  re-appear- 
ance of  the  supposed  dead  Relief,  that  prince  of  "  hustlers," 
who,  two  years  ago,  had  terrorised  the  neighbourhood  by  his 
impudent  raids.  At  last  his  mind  seemed  to  clear  and  he 
stood  up.  And,  bending  across  the  desk  as  though  to 
emphasise  his  words,  he  showed  something  of  the  old  spirit 
which  had,  in  days  gone  by,  made  him  a  successful 
rancher. 

"  I  don't  believe  it,  Lablache.  This  is  some  damned 
yarn  to  cover  the  real  culprit.  Why,  man,  Peter  Retief  is 
buried  deep  in  that  reeking  keg,  and  no  slap-sided  galoot's 
goin'  to  pitch  such  a  crazy  notion  as  his  resurrection  down 
my  throat.  Retief  .>  Why,  I'd  as  lief  hear  that  Satan  him- 
self was  abroad  duffing  cattle.  Bah  !  Where's  the  '  hand' 
that's  gulled  you  ?  " 

Lablache  eyed  the  old  man  curiously.  He  was  not  sure 
that  there  might  not  be  some  truth  in  the  rancher's  forcible 
scepticism.    For  the  moment  the  old  man's  words  carried 
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some  weight,  then,  as  he  remembered  the  unvarnished  tal.' 
the  cowboy  had  told,  he  returned  to  his  cor.viction.  H. 
shook  his  massive  head. 

"  No  one  has  gulled  me,  John.  You  shall  hear  the  story 
for  yourself  as  soon  as  the  police  arrive.  You  will  the 
better  be  able  to  judge  of  the  fellow's  sincerity." 

At  this  moment  the  sound  of  horses'  hoofs  came  in 
through  the  open  window.  Lablache  glanced  out  on  to 
the  verandah. 

"Ah,  here  he  is,  and  I'm  glad  to  see  they've  sent 
Sergeant  Horrocks.  The  very  man  for  the  work.  Good  " 
and  he  rubbed  his  fat  hands  together.  "Horrocks  is  a 
great  prairie  man." 

"  Poker "  John  rose  and  went  out  to  meet  the  officer 
Later    he    conducted     him     into    the    office.      Sergeant 
Horrocks   was  a   man   of  medium  height,   slightly  built 
but  with  an  air  of  cat-      :•  agility  about  him.     He  was  very 
bronzed,  with  a  sharp,  rather  than  a  clever  face.     His  eyes 
were  black  and  restless,  and  a  thi.i  mouth,  hidden  beneath 
a  trim  black   moustache,  and  a  perfectly-shaped   aquiline 
nose,  completed  the  sum  of  any  features  which  might  be 
called  distinctive.     He  was  a  man  who  was   thoroughly 
adapted  to   his   work-work  which   needed  a   cool  head 
and  quick  eye  rather  than  great  mental  attainments.     He 
was  dressed  in  a  brown  canvas  tunic  with  brass  buttons, 
and  his  riding  breeches  were  concealed  in  a  pair  of  well'- 
worn  leather  "chaps."    A  Stetson  hat  worn  at  the  exact 
angle  on  his  head,  with  his  official  "side  arms"  secured 
round  his  waist,  completed  a  very  picturesque  appearance. 
"  Morning,  Horrocks,"  said  the  money-lender.     "  This  is 
a  pretty  business  you've  come  down  on.     Left  your  men 
down  in  the  settlement,  eh?" 

"Yes.     I  thought  I'd  come  and  hear  the  rights  of  the 
matter  straight  away.     According  to  your  message  you  are 
the  chief  victim  of  this  '  dufting '  business  ? " 
"Exactly,"  replied  Lablache,  with  a  return  to  his  tone 
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of  anger,  "one  thousand  head  of  beeves!  Thirty-five 
thousand  dollars'  worth  !  "  Then  he  went  on  more  calmly  : 
"  But  wait  a  moment,  we'll  send  down  for  the  '  hand '  that 
brought  in  the  news." 

A  servant  was  despatched,  and  a  few  minutes  later  Jim 
Bowley  entered.  Jacky,  returning  from  the  corrals,  entered 
at  the  same  time.  Directly  she  had  seen  the  police  horse 
outside  she  knew  what  was  happening.  When  she  ap- 
peared Lablache  endeavoured  to  conceal  a  look  of 
annoyance.  Sergeant  Horrocks  raised  his  eyebrows  in 
surprise.  He  was  not  accustomed  to  petticoats  being 
present  at  his  councils.  John,  however,  without  motive, 
waived  all  chance  of  objection  by  anticipating  his  guests. 
'^Sergeant,  this  is  my  niece,  Jacky.  Affairs  of  the 
prairie  affect  her  as  nearly  as  they  do  myself.  Let  us  hear 
what  this  man  has  to  tell  us." 

Horrocks  half  bowed  to  the  girl,  touching  the  brim  of 
his  hat  with  a  semi-military  salute.  Acquiescence  to  her 
presence  was  thus  forced  upon  him. 

Jacky  looked  radiant  in  spite  of  the  uncouthness  of  her 
riding  attire.  The  fresh  morning  air  was  the  tonic  she 
loved,  and,  as  yet,  the  day  was  too  young  for  the  tired 
shadows  to  have  crept  into  her  beautiful  face.  Horrocks, 
in  spite  of  his  tacit  objection,  was  forced  to  admire  the 
sturdy  young  face  of  this  child  of  the  prairie. 

Jim  Bowley  plunged  into  his  story  with  a  directness  and 
simplicity  which  did  not  fail  to  carry  conviction.  He  told 
all  he  knew  without  any  attempt  at  shielding  himself  or  his 
companions.  Horrocks  and  the  old  rancher  listened  care- 
fully to  the  story.  Lablache  looked  for  discrepancies  but 
found  none.  Jacky,  whilst  paying  every  attention,  keenly 
watched  the  face  of  the  money-lender.  The  seriousness  of 
the  affair  was  reflected  in  all  the  faces  present,  whilst  the 
daring  of  the  raid  was  acknowledged  by  the  upraised  brows 
and  wondering  ejaculations  which  occasionally  escaped  the 
police-officer  and  "Poker"  John.      WTien    the  narrative 
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impressive   pause. 


came  to  a  close   there    followed    an 
Horrocks  was  the  first  to  break  it. 

"And  how  did  you  obtain  your  release?" 

"  A  Mennonite  family,  which  had  bin  travellin'  all  night, 
came  along  'bout  an  hour  after  d«ylight.  They  pitched 
camp  nigh  on  to  a  quarter  mile  from  the  bluff  w'ere  we  was 
tied  up.  Then  they  came  right  along  to  look  fur  kindlin'. 
There  wasn't  no  other  bluff  for  half  a  mile  but  ours.  They 
found  us  all  three.  Young  Nat  'ad  got  'is  collar-bone 
broke.  Them  'ustlers  'adn't  lifted  our  'plugs'  so  I  jest 
came  right  in." 

"  Have  you  seen  these  Mennonites  ?  "  asked  the  officer, 
turning  sharply  to  the  money-lender. 

"Not  yet,"  was  the  heavy  rejoinder.  "But  they  are 
coming  in." 

The  significance  of  the  question  and  the  reply  nettled 
the  cowboy. - 

"See  hyar,  mister,  I  ain't  no  coyote  come  in  to  pitch 
yarns.  Wot  I've  said  is  gospel.  The  man  as  'eld  us  up 
was  Peter  Retief  as  sure  as  I'm  a  living  man.  Sperrits 
don't  walk  about  the  prairie  'ustling  cattle,  an'  I  guess  'is 
'and  was  an  a'mighty  solid  one,  as  my  jaw  felt  when  'e 
gagged  me.  You  take  it  from  me,  'e's  come  around  agin 
to  make  up  fur  lost  lime,  an'  I  guess  'e's  made  a  tidy  haul 
to  start  with." 

"  Well,  we'll  allow  that  this  man  is  the  hustler  you  speak 
of,"  went  on  Horrocks,  bending  his  keen  eyes  severely  on 
the  unfortunate  cowboy.  "Now,  what  about  tracking  the 
cattle  ?  " 

"  Guess  I  didn't  wait  fur  that,  but  it'll  be  easy  'nough." 

"  Ah,  and  you  didn't  recognise  the  man  until  you'd  seen 
his  horse  ?  " 

The  officer  spoke  sharply,  like  a  counsel  cross-examining 
a  witness. 

"Wal,  I  can't  say  like  that,"  said  Jim,  hesitating  for  the 
first  time.     "  His  looks  was  familiar,  I  'lows.    No,  without 
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knowing  of  it  I'd  recognised  'im,  but  'is  name  didn't  come 
along  till  I  see  that  beast.  Golden  Eagle.     I  'lows  a  good 
praine  hand  don't  make  no  mistake  over  cattle  like  that 
E  may  misgive  a  face,  but  a  beastie— no,  siree." 

•'  So  you  base  your  recognition  of  the  man  on  the  identity 
ot  his  horse.     A  doubtful  assertion." 

"  Thar  ain't  no  doubt  in  my  mind,  sergeant.     Ef  you'll 
ave  It  so,  I  did— some." 
The  officer  turned  to  the  other  men. 
"If  there's  nothing  more  you  want  this  man  for,  gentle- 
men   I  have   quite   finished   with   him-for   the  present. 
With  your  permission,"  pulling  out  his  watch,  "I'll  get  him 
to  take  me  to  the  er-scene  of  disaster  in  an  hour's  time  " 
The  two  men  nodded  and  Lablache  conveyed  the  neces- 
sary  order  to  the  man,  who  then  withdrew-. 

As  soon  as  Bowley  had  left  the  room  three  pairs  of  eyes 
were  turned  inquiringly  upon  the  officer. 

"  Well  ?  "  questioned  Lablache,  with  some  show  of  eager- 

Horrocks  shrugged  a  pair  of  expressive  shoulders 
''From  his  point  of  view  the  man  speaks  the  truth  "  he 
replied  deJsively.     "And."  he  went  on,  more  to  himself 
than  to  the  others,  "we  never  had  any  clear  proof  that  the 
scoundrel,  Retief,  came  to  grief.     From  what  I  remember 
things  were  very  hot  for  him  at  the  time  of  his  disappear- 
ance.    Maybe  the  man's  right.     However,"  turning  to  the 
others,   'I  should  not  be  surprised  if  Mr  Retief  has  over- 
reached  himself  this  time.     A  thousand   head  of  cattle 
cannot  easily  be  hidden,  or,  for  that  matter,  disposed  of 
Neither  can  they  travel  fast;  and  as  for  tracking,  well'' 
with  a  shrug,  "  in  this  case  it  should  be  child's  play." 

"I  hope  it  will  prove  as  you  anticipate,"  put  in  John 
AUandale,  concisely.     "  What   you  suggest  has  been  ex- 
perienced by  us  before.     However,  the  matter,  I  feel  sure 
is  m  capable  hands." 

The  officer  acknowledged  the  compliment  mechanically. 
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He  was  thinking  deeply.  Ublache  struggled  to  his  feet 
and,  supporting  his  bulk  with  one  hand  resting  upon  the 
desk,  gasped  out  his  final  words  upon  the  matter. 

"  I  want  you  to  remember,  sergeant,  this  matter  not  only 
affects  me  personally  but  also  in  my  capacity  as  a  justice  of 
the  peace.  To  whatever  reward  I  am  able  to  make  in  the 
name  of  H.M.  Government  I  shall  add  the  sum  of  one 
thousand  dollars  for  the  recovery  of  the  cattle,  and  the 
additional  sum  of  one  thousand  dollars  for  the  capture  of 
the  miscreant  himself.  I  have  determined  to  spare  no 
expense  m  the  matter  of  hunting  this  devil,"  with  vindictive 
intensity,  <'down,  therefore  you  can  draw  on  me  for  all  out- 
lay your  work  may  entail.     All  I  say  is,  capture  him  " 

"I  shall  do  my  best,  Mr  Lablache,"  Horrocks  replied 
simply.  ««And  now,  if  you  will  permit  me,  I  will  go  down 
to  the  settlement  to  give  a  few  orders  to  my  men.  Good- 
morning-er-Miss  Allandale ;  good  day,  gentlemen.  You 
will  hear  from  me  to-night. ' 

The  officer  left  in  all  the  pride  of  his  official  capacity 
And  possibly  his  pride  was  not  without  reason,  for  many  and 
smart  were  the  captures  of  evil-doers  he  had  made  during 
his  career  as  a  keeper  of  the  peace.  But  we  have  been  told 
that  "pride  goeth  before  a  fall."  His  estimation  of  a 
hustler  was  not  an  exalted  one.  He  was  accustomed  to 
deahng  with  men  who  shoot  quick  and  straight—"  bad  men  " 
in  fact-and  he  was  equally  quick  with  the  gun,  and  a  dead 
shot  himself.  Possibly  he  was  a  shade  quicker  and  a  trifle 
more  deadly  than  the  smartest  "  bad  man  "  known,  but  now 
he  was  dealing  with  a  man  of  all  these  necessary  attainments 
and  whose  resourcefulness  and  cleverness  were  far  greater 
than  his  own.  Sergeant  Horrocks  had  a  harder  road  to 
travel  than  he  anticipated. 

Lablache  took  his   departure    shortly  afterwards,  and 
•Poker"  John  and  his  niece  were  left  in  sole  possession  of 
the  office  at  the  ranch. 
The  old  man  looked  thoroughly  wearied  with  the  mental 
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effcrt  the  interview  had  entailed  upon  him.  And  Jacky, 
watching  him,  could  not  help  noticing  how  old  her  uncle 
looked.  She  had  been  a  silent  observer  in  the  foregoing 
scene,  her  presence  almost  ignored  by  the  other  actors. 
Now,  however,  that  they  were  left  alone,  the  old  man  turned 
a  look  of  appealing  helplessness  upon  her.  Such  was  the 
rancher's  faith  in  this  wild,  impetuous  girl  that  he  looked 
for  her  judgment  on  what  had  passed  in  that  room  with  the 
ready  faith  of  one  who  regards  her  as  almost  infallible,  where 
human  intellect  is  needed.  Nor  was  the  girl,  herself,  slow  to 
respond  to  his  mute  inquiry.  The  swiftness  of  her  answer 
enhanced  the  tone  of  her  conviction. 

"Set  a  thief  to  catch  a  thief,  Uncle  John.  I  guess 
Horrocks,  in  spite  of  his  shifty  black  eyes,  isn't  the  man  for 
the  business.  He  might  track  the  slimmest  neche  that  evei 
crossed  the  back  of  a  choyeuse.  Lablache  is  the  man 
Retief  has  to  fear.  That  uncrowned  monarch  of  Foss 
River  is  subtle,  and  subtlety  alone  will  serve.  Horrocks  ?  " 
with  fine  disdain.  "  Say,  you  can't  shoot  snipe  with  a  pea- 
shooter." 

"That's  so,"  replied  John,  with  weary  thoughtlessness. 
"  Do  you  know,  child,  I  can't  help  feeling  a  strange  satis- 
faction that  this  Retiefs  victim  is  Lablache.  But  there, 
one  never  knows,  when  such  a  man  is  about,  who  will  be 
the  next  to  suffer.  I  suppose  we  must  take  our  chance 
and  trust  to  the  protection  of  the  police." 

The  girl  had  walked  to  the  window  and  now  stood 
framed  in  the  casement  of  it.  She  turned  her  face  back 
towards  the  old  man  as  he  finished  speaking,  and  a  quiet 
little  smile  hovered  round  the  corners  of  her  fresh  ripe 

lips. 

•♦  I  don't  think  Retief  will  bother  us  any— at  least,  he 
never  did  before.  Somehow  I  don't  think  he's  an  ordinary 
rascal."  She  turned  back  to  the  window.  "Halloa,  I 
guess  Bill's  coming  right  along  up  the  avenue." 

A  moment  later  "  Lord "  Bill,  lazily  cheerful  as  was  his 
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wont,  stepped  in  through  the  open  French  window.  The 
selling  up  of  his  ranch  seemed  to  have  made  little  difference 
to  his  philosophical  temperament.  In  his  appearance,  per- 
haps, for  now  he  no  longer  wore  the  orthodox  dress  of  the 
rancher.  He  was  clad  in  a  tweed  lounging  suit,  and  a  pair 
of  well-polished,  brown  leather  boots.  His  headgear  alone 
pertained  to  the  prairie.  It  was  a  Stetson  hat.  He  was 
smoking  a  cigarette  as  he  came  up,  but  he  threw  the  in- 
sidious weed  from  him  as  he  entered  the  room. 

"  Morning,  John.  How  are  you,  Jacky  ?  I  needn't  ask 
you  if  you  have  heard  the  news.  I  saw  Sergeant  Horrocks 
and  old  Shylock  leaving  your  verandah.  Hot  lot — isn't  it  ? 
And  all  Lablache's  cattle,  too." 

A  look  of  deep  concern  was  on  his  keen  face.  Lablache 
might  have  been  his  dearest  friend.  Jacky  smiled  over  at 
him.     '•  Poker  "  John  looked  pained. 

"Guess  you're  right,  Bill,"  said  the  rancher.  "Hot- 
very  hot.  I  pity  the  poor  devil  if  Lablache  lays  a  hand  on 
him.  Excuse  me,  boy,  I'm  going  down  to  the  barn.  We've 
got  a  couple  of  ponies  we're  breaking  to  harness." 

The  old  man  departed.  The  others  watched  the  burly 
figure  as  he  passed  out  of  the  door.  His  whole  personality 
seemed  shrunken  of  late.  The  old  robustness  seemed  a 
thing  of  the  past.  The  last  two  months  seemed  to  have 
put  ten  years  of  ageing  upon  the  kindly  old  man.  Jacky 
sighed  as  the  door  closed  behind  him,  and  there  was  no 
smile  in  her  eyes  as  she  turned  again  to  her  lover.  Bill's 
face  had  become  serious. 

"  Well  ?  "  in  a  tone  of  almost  painful  anxiety. 

The  girl  had  started  forward  and  was  leaning  with  her 
two  brown  hands  upon  the  back  of  a  chair.  Her  face  was 
pale  beneath  her  tan,  and  her  eyes  were  bright  with  excite- 
ment. For  answer,  Bunning-Ford  stepped  to  the  French 
window  and  closed  it,  having  first  glanced  up  and  down  the 
verandah  to  see  that  it  was  empty.  Not  a  soul  was  in 
sight.    The  tall  pines,  which  lined  the  approach  to  the 
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house,  waved  silently  in  the  light  breeze.  The  clear  sky 
was  gloriously  blue.  On  everything  was  the  peace  of 
summer. 

The  man  swung  round  and  came  towards  the  girl.  His 
eagle  face  was  lit  up  by  an  expression  of  triumph.  He  held 
out  his  two  hands,  and  the  girl  placed  her  own  brown  ones 
in  them.  He  drew  her  towards  him  and  embraced  her  in 
silence.  Then  he  moved  a  little  away  from  her.  His 
gleaming  eyes  indexed  the  activity  of  his  mind. 

"  The  cattle  are  safe— as  houses.  It  was  a  grand  piece 
of  work,  dear.  They  would  never  have  faced  the  path 
without  your  help.  Say,  girlie,  I'm  an  infant  at  handling 
stock  compared  with  you.     Now — what  news? " 

Jacky  was  smiling  tenderly  into  the  strong  face  of  the 
man.  She  could  not  help  but  wonder  at  the  reckless 
daring  of  this  man,  who  so  many  set  down  as  a  lazy  good- 
for-nothing.  She  knew — she  had  always  known,  she 
fancied — the  strong  character  which  underlay  that  indolent 
exterior.  It  never  appealed  to  her  tc  regret  the  chance 
that  had  driven  him  to  use  his  abilities  in  such  a  cause. 
There  was  too  much  of  the  wild  half-breed  blood  in  her 
veins  to  allow  her  to  stop  to  consider  the  might-have-beens. 
She  gloried  in  his  daring,  and  something  of  the  spirit  which 
had  caused  her  to  help  her  half-brother  now  forced  from 
her  an  almost  worshipping  adoration  for  her  lover. 

"  Horrocks  is  to  spare  no  expense  in  tracking— Retief— 
down."  She  laughed  silently.  "Lablache  is  *o  pay. 
They  are  going  over  the  old  ground  again,  I  guess.  The 
tracks  of  the  cattle.  Horrocks  is  not  to  be  ft  r.red.  We 
must  watch  Lablache.  He  will  act.  Horrocks  will  only 
be  his  puppet." 

Bill  pondered  before  he  spoke. 

"Yes,"  he  said  thoughtfully  at  last,  "that  is  the  best  of 
news.  The  very  best.  Hoi  rocks  can  track.  He  is  one  of 
the  best  at  that  game.  But  I  have  taken  every  precaution. 
Tracking  is  useless — waste  of  time." 
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'  I  know  that  from  past  experience,  Bill.    Now  that  tha 
campaign  has  begun,  what  is  the  next  move  ?  " 

The  girl  was  all  eagerness.  Her  beautiful  dark  face  was 
no  longer  pale.  It  was  aglow  with  the  enthusiasm  of  her 
feelings.  Her  deep,  meaning  eyes  burned  with  a  con- 
suming brilliancy.  Framed  in  its  setting  of  curling,  raven 
hair,  her  face  would  have  rejoiced  the  heart  of  the  old 
masters  of  the  Van  Dyke  school.  She  was  wondrously 
beautiful.  Bill  gazed  upon  her  features  with  devouring 
eyes,  and  thoughts  of  the  wrongs  committed  by  Lablache 
against  her  and  hers  teemed  through  his  brain  and  set  his 
blood  surging  through  his  veins  in  a  manner  that  threatened 
to  overbalance  his  usual  cool  judgment.  He  forced  himself 
to  an  outward  calmness,  however,  and  the  lazy  tones  of  his 
voice  remained  as  easy  as  ever. 

"On  the  result  of  the  next  move  much  will  depend,"  he 
said.  ••  It  is  to  be  a  terrific  cou/>,  and  will  entail  careful 
planning.  It  is  fortunate  that  the  people  at  the  half-breed 
camp  are  the  friends  of— of—Retief." 

"Yes,  and  of  mine,"  put  in  the  girl.  Then  she  added 
slowly,  and  as  though  with  painful  thought,  "  Say,  Bill,  be 
—be  careful.  I  guess  you  are  all  I  have  in  the  world— 'you 
and  uncle.  Do  you  know,  I've  kind  of  seen  to  the  end  of 
this  racket.  Maybe  there's  trouble  coming.  Who's  to  be 
lagged  I  can't  say.  There  are  shadows  around.  Bill ;  the 
place  fairly  hums  with  'em.  Say,  don't— don't  give  Lablache 
a  slant  at  you.     I  can't  spare  you.  Bill." 

The  tall  thin  figure  of  her  companion  stepped  over  to- 
wards her,  and  she  felt  herself  encircled  by  his  long  power- 
ful arms.  Then  he  bent  down  from  his  great  height  and 
kissed  her  passionately  upon  the  lips. 

"Take  comfort,  little  girl.    This  is  a  war,  if  necessary, 
to  the  death.    Should  anything  happen  to  me,  you  may  be 
sure  that  I  leave  you  freed  from  the  snares  of  old  Shylock 
Yes,  I  will  be  careful.  Jacky.     We  are  playing  for  a  heavy 
stake.    You  may  trust  me." 


CHAPTER    XV 


'fh 


IJ! 


AMONG  THE  HALF-BREEDS 

Lablacrb  was  not  a  man  of  variable  moods.  He  was  too 
strong ;  his  purpose  in  life  was  too  strong  for  any  vacilla- 
tion of  temper.  His  one  aim — his  whole  soul — was  wrapt 
in  a  craving  for  money-making  and  the  inevitable  power 
which  the  accumulation  of  great  wealth  musi  give  him. 
'j  all  his  dealings  he  was  perfectly — at  least  outwardly — 
calm,  and  he  never  allowed  access  to  anger  to  thwart  his 
ends.  An  inexorable  purpose  governed  his  actions  to  an 
extent  which,  while  his  feelings  might  undergo  paroxysms 
of  acute  changes,  never  permitted  him  to  make  a  false 
move  or  to  show  his  hand  prematurely.  But  this  latest 
reverse  had  upset  him  more  than  he  had  ever  been  upset 
in  his  life,  and  all  the  great  latent  force  of  his  character 
had  suddenly,  as  it  were,  been  precipitated  into  a  torrent 
of  ungovernable  fury.  He  had  been  wounded  deeply  in 
the  most  vulnerable  spot  in  his  composition.  Thirty-five 
thousands  of  his  precious  dollars  ruthlessly  torn  from  his 
capacious  and  retentive  money-bags.  Truly  it  was  a  cruel 
blow,  and  one  well  calculated  to  disturb  the  even  tenor 
of  his  complacency. 

Thought  was  very  busy  within  that  massive  head  as  he 
lumped  heavily  along  from  John  Allandale's  house  in  the 
direction  of  his  own  store.  Some  slight  satisfaction  was 
his  at  the  reflection  of  the  prompt  assistance  he  had 
obtained  from  the  police.  It  was  the  satisfaction  of  a  man 
who  lived  by  the  assistance  of  the  law,  of  a  man  who,  in 
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*'is  own  inordinate  arrogance,  considered  that  the  law  was 

made  for  such  as  he,  to  the  detriment  of  those  who  attempt 

to  .hwart  the  rich  man's  purpose.     He  knew  Horrocks  to 

be  capable,  and  although  he  did  not  place  too  much  reliance 

on  that  astute  prairie-man's  judgment— he  always  believed 

m   his  own  judgment  first— still,  he  knew  that  he  could 

not  have  obtained  better  assistance,  and  was  therefore  as 

content   as  circumstances  would  permit.     That   he   was 

sanguine  of  recovering  his  property  was  doubtful,     Lablache 

never  permitted  himself  the  luxury  of  optimism.     He  set 

himself  a  task  and  worked  steadily  on  to  the  required  end. 

So  he  had  decided  now.       le  did  not  permit  himself  to 

dwell  on  the  desired  result,  or  to  anticipate.     He  would 

simply  leave  no  stone  unturned  to  bring  about  the  recovery 

of  his  stolen  property. 

He  moved  ponderously  along  over  the  smooth  dusty 
road,  and  at  last  reached  the  market-place.  The  settle- 
ment  was  drowsily  quiet.  Life  of  a  sort  was  apparent  but 
It  was  chiefly  "animal."  The  usual  number  of  dogs  were 
moving  about,  or  peacefully  basking  in  the  sun  ;  a  few 
saddle  horses  were  standing  with  dejected  air,  hitched  to 
various  tying-posts.  A  buckboard  and  team  was  standing 
outside  his  own  door.  The  sound  of  the  smith's  hammer 
falling  upon  the  anvil  sounded  plaintively  upon  the  calm- 
ness of  the  sleepy  village.  In  spite  of  the  sensational  raid 
of  the  night  before,  Foss  River  displayed  no  unusual 
activity. 

At  length  the  great  man  reached  his  office,  and  threw 
himself,  with  great  danger  to  his  furniture,  into  his  capacious 
wicker  chair.  He  was  in  no  mood  for  business.  Instead 
he  gazed  long  and  thoughtfully  out  of  his  office  window. 
AVhat  sombre,  vengeful  thoughts  were  teeming  through  his 
bram  would  be  hard  to  tell,  his  mask-like  face  betrayed 
nothing.     His  sphinx-like  expression  was  a  blank. 

In  this  way  half  an  hour  and  more  passed.  Then  his 
attention  became  fixed  upon  a  tall  figure  sauntering  slowly 
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towards  the  settlement  from  the  direction  of  Allandale*! 
ranch.  In  a  moment  Lablache  had  stirred  himself,  and 
a  pair  of  field-glasses  were  levelled  at  the  unconscious 
pedestrian.  A  moment  later  an  exclamation  of  annoyance 
broke  from  the  money-lender. 

'*  Curse  the  man  !  Am  I  never  to  be  rid  of  this  damned 
Englishman?"  He  stood  now  gazing  malevolently  at  the 
tall  figure  of  the  Hon.  Bunning-Ford,  who  was  leisurely 
making  his  way  towards  the  village.  For  the  time  being 
the  channel  of  Lablache's  thoughts  had  changed  its 
direction.  He  had  hoped,  in  foreclosing  his  mortgages  on 
the  Englishman's  property,  to  have  rid  Foss  River  of  the 
latter's,  to  him,  hateful  presence-  But  since  misfortune 
had  come  upon  "  Lord "  Bill,  the  Allandales  and  he  had 
become  closer  friends  than  ever.  This  effort  had  been  one 
of  the  money-lender's  few  failures,  and  failure  galled  him 
with  a  bitterness  the  recollection  of  which  no  success  could 
eliminate.  Tne  result  was  a  greater  hatred  for  the  object 
of  his  vengeance,  and  a  lasting  determination  to  rid  Foss 
River  of  the  Englishman  for  ever.  And  so  he  remained 
standing  and  watching  until,  at  length,  the  entrance  of  one 
of  his  clerks,  to  announce  that  the  saloon  dinner-time  was 
at  hand,  brought  him  out  of  his  cruel  reverie,  and  he  set 
off  in  quest  of  the  needs  of  his  inner  man,  a  duty  which 
nothing,  of  whatever  importance,  was  allowed  to  interfere 
with. 

In  the  meantime,  Horrocks,  or,  as  he  was  better  known 
amongst  his  comrades,  "  the  Ferret,"  was  hot  upon  the  trail 
of  the  lost  cattle.  Horrocks  bristled  with  energy  at  every 
point,  and  his  men,  working  with  him,  had  reason  to  be 
aware  of  the  fact.  It  was  an  old  saying  amongst  them  that 
when  "the  Ferret  "  was  let  loose  there  was  no  chance  of  bits 
rusting.  In  other  words,  his  mileage  report  to  his  chiefs 
would  be  a  long  one. 

As  thn  sergeant  anticipated,  it  was  child's  piny  to  track 
the  stolen  herd.     The  track  left  by  the  fast-driven  cattle 
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was  apparent  tc   the  veriest  Rrtenhorn,  and  Horrocks  and 
his  men  were  anything  but  greenhorns. 

Long  Jjefore  evening  closed  in  tliey  had  followed   the 
footprints  right  down  to  the  edge  of  the  great  muskeg,  and 
already  Horrocks  anticipated  a  smart  capture.     But  his 
task  seemed  easier  than  it  really  was.     On  the  brink  of 
the  keg  the  tracks  became  confused.     With  some  diffirulty 
the  sleuth  instincts  of  these  accomplished  trackf"    .  d  them 
to  follow  the  marks  for  a  mile  and  a  half  alon,.     .-•  .^ge  of 
the  mire,  then,  it  seemed,  the  herd  had  ht  ,1  i;  m.  i  ut  U 
driven  with  great  speed  back  on  their  tr.''a-       !.i  i  ,  .,./ 
confusion  became  apparent,  and  "the  Fcu;  t    .-^.r  .t  .liscd 
that  the  herd  had  been  driven  up  an  J  c.  <  ,1     !(,riu   tic- 
border  of  the  great  keg  with  a  view  .>.  ovaMn;/     u.i  ,r 
pursuit.     So  frequently  had  this  been  c.  nc  'ha    it  .vr.s   m- 
possible  to  further  trace  the  stock,  and  the  su  i  ^'      ...a-  .r^v 
sinking  when  Horrocks  dismounted,  and  with  hii  -  t  s  twv.ii 
were  at  last  forced  to  acknowledge  defeat. 

He  had  come  to  a  standstill  with  a  stretch  of  a  mile  and 
a  half  of  cattle  tracks  before  him.    There  was  no  sign  f- . . ;  'ler 
than  this  of  where  the  beasts  had  been  driven.    The  keg  uself 
gave  no  clue.     It  was  as  green  and  trackless  as  ever,  and 
agam  on  the  land  side  there  was  not  a  single  footprint  beyond 
the  confused  marks  along  the  quagmire's  dangerous  border. 
The  work  of  covering  retreat  had  been  carried  out  by  a 
master  hand,  and  Horrocks  was  not  slow  to  acknowledge 
the  cleverness  of  the  raider.     With  all  one  good  prairie 
man's    appreciation    for    another   he  detected  a  foeman 
worthy  of  his  steel,  and  he  warmed  to  the  problem  set  out 
before  hira.     The  troopers  waited  for  their  superior's  in- 
structions.    As  '« the  Ferret "  did  not  speak  one  of  the  men 
commented  aloud. 

"Smart  work,  sergeant,"  he  said  quietly.  "I'm  not 
surprised  that  this  fellow  rode  roughshod  over  the  district 
for  so  long  and  escaped  all  who  were  sent  to  nab  him. 
He's  clever,  is  P.  Retief,  Esq." 


;.._>  1  jvisimi^Hc^in  mjrMr\c 


ziaw.  .v^mraww^  ■ "  "..  zi 


i6o     THE  STORY  OF  THE  FOSS  RIVER  RANCH 


Horrocks  was  looking  out  across  the  great  keg. 
Strangely  enough  they  had  halted  within  twenty  yards  of 
the  willow  bush,  at  which  point  the  secret  path  across  the 
mire  began.  The  man  with  the  gold  chevrons  upon  his 
arm  ignored  the  remark  of  his  companio.i,  but  answered 
with  words  which  occurred  in  his  own  train  of  thought. 

"It's  plain  enough,  I  guess.  Yonder  is  the  direction 
taken  by  the  cattle,"  he  said,  nodding  his  head  towards  the 
distant  peaks  of  the  mountains  beyond.  "  But  who's  got 
the  nerve  to  follow  'em?  Say,"  he  went  on  sharply, 
"somewhere  along  this  bank,  I  mean  in  the  mile  and  a 
half  of  hoof  marks,  there's  a  path  turns  out,  or,  at  least, 
firm  ground  by  which  it  is  possible  to  cross  this  devil's  keg. 
It  must  be  so.  Cattle  can't  be  spirited  away.  Unless,  of 
course— but  no,  a  man  don't  dufT  cattle  to  drown  'em  in 
a  swarnp.  They've  crossed  this  pernicious  mire,  boys. 
We  may  nab  our  friend.  Relief,  but  we'll  never  clap  eyes 
on  those  beasts." 

*' Its  the  same  old  business  over  again,  sergeant,"  said 
one  of  the  troopers.  "  I  was  on  this  job  before,  and  I 
reckon  we  landed  hereabouts  every  time  we  lit  on  Retiefs 
trail.  But  we  never  got  no  further.  Yonder  keg  is  a 
mighty  hard  nut  to  crack.  I  guess  the  half-breed's  got 
the  bulge  on  us.  If  path  across  the  mire  there  is  he 
knows  it  and  we  don't,  and,  as  you  say,  who's  goin'  to  follow 
him  ?  "  Hav'ng  delivered  himself  of  these  sage  remarks  he 
stepped  to  the  brink  of  the  mire  and  put  his  foot  heavily 
upon  its  surface.  His  top-boot  sank  quickly  through  the 
yielding  crust,  and  the  black  subsoil  rose  with  oily,  sucking 
.Ktion,  and  his  foot  was  immediately  buried  out  of  sight. 
He  drew  it  out  sharply,  a  shudder  of  horror  quickening  his 
action.  Strong  man  and  hardy  as  he  was,  the  muskeg 
inspired  him  with  a  superstitious  terror.  "Guess  there 
ain't  no  following  them  beasties  through  that,  sergeant. 
Ixiastways,  not  for  me." 

Horrocks  had  watched  his  subordinate's  action  thought- 
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fuhv.  He  knew,  without  showing,  that  no  man  or  beast 
could  attempt  to  cross  the  mire  with  any  hope  of  success 
without  the  knowledge  of  some  secret  path.  That  such  a 
path,  or  paths,  existed  he  believed,  for  many  were  the 
stories  of  how  criminals  in  past  days  escaped  prairie  law  by 
such  means.  However,  he  had  no  knowledge  of  any  such 
paths  himself,  and  he  had  no  intention  of  sacrificing  his 
life  uselessly  in  an  attempt  to  discover  the  keg's  most 
jealously  guarded  secret. 

He  turned  hack  to  his  horse  and  prepared  to  vault  into 
the  saddle. 

"  It's  no  use,  boys.  We  are  done  for  to-day.  You  can 
ride  back  to  the  settlement.  I  have  another  little  matter 
on  hand.  If  any  of  you  see  Lablache  just  tell  him  I  shall 
join  him  in  about  two  hours'  time." 

Horrocks  rode  off  and  his  four  troopers  headed  towards 
the  Foss  River. 

Despite  the  fact  that  his  horse  had  been  under  the 
saddle  for  nearly  eight  hours  Horrocks  rode  at  a  great 
pace.  He  was  one  of  those  men  who  are  always  to  b'" 
found  on  the  prairie — thorough  horsemen.  Men  who,  ip 
times  of  leisure,  care  more  for  their  horses  than  thry  do  for 
themselves ;  men  who  regard  their  horses  as  they  would  a 
comrade,  but  who,  when  it  becomes  a  necessity  to  work  or 
travel,  demand  every  effort  the  animal  can  make  by  way  of 
return  for  the  care  which  has  been  lavished  upon  it.  Such 
men  generally  find  themselves  well  repaid.  A  horse  is 
something  more  than  a  creature  with  four  legs,  one  at  each 
corner,  head  out  of  one  end,  tail  out  of  the  other.  There 
is  an  old  saying  in  the  West  to  the  effect  that  a  thorough 
horseman  is  worthy  of  man's  esteem.  The  opinion 
amongst  prairie  men  is  that  a  man  who  loves  his  horse  can 
never  be  wholly  bad.  And  possibly  we  can  accept  this 
decision  upon  the  subject  without  (luestion,  for  their  experi- 
ence in  men,  especially  in  "  bad  men, "  is  wide  and  varied. 

Horrocks  avoided  the  settlement,  leaving  it  well  to  the 
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west  and  turned  his  willing  beast  in  the  direction  of  the 
half-breed  camp.  There  was  an  ex-Government  scout 
hvmg  in  this  camp  whom  he  knew;  a  man  who  was  willing 
to  sell  to  his  late  employers  any  information  he  chanced  to 
possess.  It  was  the  officer's  intention  to  see  this  man  and 
purchase  all  he  had  to  sell,  if  it  happened  to  be  worth 
buying.     Hence  his  visit  to  the  camp. 

The  evening  shadows  were  fast  lengthening  when  he 
espied  in  the  distance  the  squalid  shacks  and  dilapidated 
teepees  of  the  Breeds.     Tl.ere  was  a  large  colony  of  those 
wanderers  of  the  West  gathered  together  in  the  Foss  River 
camp.     We  have  said  that  these  places  are  hot-beds  of 
crime,  a  curse  to  the  country  ;  but  that  description  scarcely 
conveys  the  wretched  poverty  and  filthiness  of  these  motley 
gatherings.     From  a  slight  rising  ground  Horrocks  looked 
down  on   what  might   have,   at   first   sight,    been    taken 
for  a  small  village.     A  scattering  of  small  tumbled-down 
shacks,  about  fifty  in  number,  set  out  on  the  fresh  green 
of  the  prairie,  created  the  first  blot  of  uncleanly,  uncouth 
habitation  upon  the  view.     Add  to  these  a  proportionate 
number  of  ragged  tents  and  teepees,  a  crowd  of  unwashed 
and,  for  the  most  part,  undressed  children,  a  hundred  fierce 
and  half-starved  dogs  of  the  "husky"  type.     Imagine  a 
stench  of  dung  fire  cooking,  and  the  gathering  of  millions 
of  mosquitoes  about  a  few  choyeuses  and  fat  cattle  grazing 
near  by,   and   the   picture  as   it   first    presents    itself   is 
complete. 

Th  approach  to  such  a  place  makes  one  almost  wish 
the  undulating  prairie  was  not  quite  so  fair  a  picture  for 
the  contrast  with  man's  filthy  squalor  is  so  great  that  the 
feeling  of  nauseation  which  results  is  almost  overpowering 
Horrocks,  however,  was  used  to  such  scenes.  His  duty 
often  took  him  into  worse  Breed  camps  than  this.  He 
treated  such  places  to  a  perfectly  callous  indifference,  and 
regarded  them  merely  as  necessary  evils. 

At  the  first  shack  he  drew  up  and  instantly  became  tiio 
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centre  of  attention  from  a  pack  of  yelping  dogs  and  a 
number  of  halffearful,  wide-eyed  ragaimiffins,  grimy 
children  nearly  naked  and  ranging  in  age  from  two  years 
up  to  twelve.  Yojng  as  the  latter  were  they  were  an  evil- 
looking  collection.  The  noisy  greeting  of  the  camp  dogs 
had  aroused  the  eiders  from  their  indolent  rei  o-^e  witliin 
the  shacks,  and  Horrocks  quickly  became  aware  of  a 
furtive  spying  from  within  the  darkened  doorways  ani 
paneless  windows. 

The  reception  was  nothing  unusual  to  the  officer.  The 
Breeds  he  knew  always  fought  shy  of  the  police.  As  a 
rule,  such  a  visit  as  the  present  portended  an  arrest,  and 
they  were  never  quite  sure  who  the  victim  was  to  be  and 
the  possible  consequences.  Crime  was  so  common 
amongst  these  people  that  in  nearly  eveiy  family  it  was 
possible  to  find  one  or  more  law-breaker,  and,  more  often 
than  not,  the  delinquent  was   lable  to  capital  punishment. 

Ignoring  his  cool  reception,  Horrocks  hitched  his  horse 
to  a  tree  and  stepped  up  to  the  shack,  regardless  of  the 
vicious  snapping  of  the  dogs.  The  children  fled  precipi- 
tately at  his  approach.  At  the  door  of  the  house  he 
halted. 

"  Hallo  there,  within  ! "  he  called. 

There  was  a  moment's  pause,  and  he  heard  a  whispered 
debate  going  on  in  the  shadowy  interior. 

"Hey!"  he  called  again.  "Cct  a  hustle  on,  some  of 
you.  (let  out,"  he  snapped  sharply,  as  a  great  husky,  with 
bristling  hair,  came  snuffing  at  his  legs.  He  aimed  a  kick 
at  the  dog,  which,  in  response,  sullenly  retreated  to  a  safe 
distance. 

The  angry  tone  of  his  second  summons  had  its  effect, 
and  a  figure  moved  cautiously  within  and  finally  approached 
the  door. 

"  Eh!  what  is  it?"  asked  a  deep,  guttural  voice,  and  a 
bulky  form  framed  itself  in  iIk  opening. 

The  police-officer  eyed  ilie  man  keenly.      The  twilight 
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had  so  far  deepened  that  thtre  was  barely  sufficient  hght 
to  d.stinguish  the  man's  f.  atures,  but  Horrocks's  survey 
satisfied  hini  as  to  the  fellow's  identity.  He  was  a  repulsive 
specimen  of  the  Breed ;  the  dark,  lowerinj^  face  had  some- 
thmg  utterly  cruel  in  its  expression.  The  cast  was  brutal 
m  the  extreme ;  sensual,  criminal.  The  shifty  black  eyes 
looked  anywhere  but  into  the  policeman's  face. 

"  That  you,  Gustave  ?  »  said  Horrocks,  pleasantly  enough. 
He  wishea  to  mspire  confidence.  'Tm  looking  for 
Gai-  ..  I've  got  a  nice  little  job  for  him.  Do  you  know 
where  he  is  ?  " 

"Ugh!"  grunted  Gustave,  heavily,  but  with  a  decided 
air  of  relief.  He  entertained  a  wholesome  dread  of 
Sergeant  Horrocks.  Now  he  became  more  communi- 
cative. Horrocks  had  not  come  to  arrest  anybody.  '« I 
see,"  he  went  on,  gazing  out  across  the  prairie,  "this  is 
not  a  warrant  business,  eh  ?  Guess  Gautier  is  back  there 
with  a  jerk  of  a  thumb  in  a  vague  direction  behind  him 
"  He's  in  his  shack.  Gautier's  just  hooked  up  with  another 
squaw." 

"  Another  ?  "  Horrocks  whistled  softly.  "  Why  that's 
the  sixth  to  my  knowledge.  He's  very  much  a  marrying 
man.     How  much  did  he  pay  the  neche  this  time  ?  " 

II  Two  steers  and  a  sheep,"  said  the  man,  with  an  oily  grin. 

"  Ah  !  I  wonder  how  he  acquired  'em.  Well  I'll  jtq 
and  find  him.  Gautier  is  smart,  but  he'll  land  himself  in 
the  penitentiary  if  he  goes  on  marrying  squaws  at  that 
price.     Say,  which  is  his  shack  did  you  say  ?  " 

"  Back  thar.  You'll  see  it.  He's  just  limed  the  outside 
of  it.  Guess  white's  the  colour  his  new  squaw  fancies 
most.     S'long." 

The  man  was  glad  to  be  rid  of  his  visitor.  In  spite  of 
the  sergeant's  assurance,  Gustave  never  felt  comfortable  in 
the  officer's  presence.  Horrocks  moved  off  in  search  of 
the  white  hut,  while  the  Breed,  with  furtive  eyes,  watched 
his  progress 
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There  was  no  difficulty  in  locating  the  shack  in  that 
colony  of  grime.  Even  in  the  darkness  the  gleaming  white 
of  the  ex-spy's  abode  stood  out  prominently.  The  dogs 
and  children  now  tacitly  acknowledged  the  right  of  the 
police-officer's  presence  in  their  camp,  and  allowed  him  to 
move  about  apparently  unnoticed.  He  wound  his  way 
amongst  the  huts  and  tents,  ever  watchful  and  alert,  always 
aiming  for  Gautier's  hut.  He  knew  that  in  this  place  at 
night  his  life  was  not  worth  much.  A  quick  aim,  and  a 
shot  from  behind,  and  no  one  would  ever  know  who  had 
dropped  him.  But  the  Canadian  police  are  accustomed  to 
take  desperate  chances  in  their  work,  and  think  less  of  it 
than  do  our  police  patrols  in  the  slums  of  London. 

He  found  Gautier  sitting  at  his  hut  door  waiting  for  him. 
Another  might  have  been  surprised  at  the  Breed's 
cognisance  of  the  police-officer's  intentions,  but  Horrocks 
knew  the  habits  of  these  people,  and  was  fully  alive  to 
the  fact  that  while  he  had  been  talking  to  Gustave  a 
messenger  was  despatched  to  warn  Gautier  that  he  was 
sought. 

"  Well,  .sergeant,  what's  your  best  news  ?  "  Gautier  asked 
civilly.  He  was  a  bright,  intelligent-looking,  dusky  man, 
of  perhaps  forty  years.  His  face  was  less  brutal  than  that 
of  the  other  Breed,  but  it  was  none  the  less  cunning. 
He  was  short  and  massively  built. 

"That's  just  what  I've  come  to  ask  you,  Gautier.  I 
think  you  can  tell  me  all  I  want  to  know— if  you've  a 
notion  to.  Say,"  with  a  keen  look  round,  "  can  we  talk 
here?" 

There  was  not  a  soul  visible  but  an  occasional  playing 
child.  It  was  curious  how  qi.iet  the  camp  had  become. 
Horrocks  was  not  deceived,  however.  He  knew  that  a 
hundred  pairs  of  eyes  were  watching  him  from  the  reeking 
recesses  of  the  huts. 

"No  talk  here."  Gautier  was  serious,  and  his  words 
conveyed  a  lot     « It's  bad  medicine  your  coming  to-nigh^ 
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But  there,"  with  a  return  to  his  cunning  look,  "I  don't 
know  that  I've  got  anything  to  tell." 

Horrocks  laughed  softly. 

"Yes— yes,  I  know.    "You  needn't  be  afraid."    Then 

pocket""  *""  ''°'''^'  "^'^^  ^°'  * '°"  °^  ^'"' '°  °»y 

"Ah,  then  don't  stay  here  talking.  There's  lots  to  tell 
but  they  d  kill  me  if  they  suspected.  Where  can  I  see  you 
-qu.et-hke  ?  They  won't  lose  sight  of  me  if  they  can  help 
It,  but  I  reckon  I'm  good  for  the  best  of  'em." 

The  man's  attempt  to  look  sincere  was  almost  ludicrous 
His  cunnmg  eyes  twinkled  with  cupidity.     Horrocks  kepi 
Ills  voice  down.  *^ 

"  Right.  I  shall  be  at  Lablache's  store  in  an  hour's  time 
You  must  see  me  to-nij;ht."  Then  aloud,  for  the  benefit  of 
listemng  ears,  "You  be  careful  what  you  are  doing.  This 
promiscuous  buv.ng  of  wives,  with  cattle  which  you  may 
have  difficulty  in  accounting  for  your  possession  of,  will  lead 
you  mto  troul  c.      Mind.  I've  warned  you.     Just  look 

His  last  ser,    ,ices  were  called  out  as  he  moved  away 

and  Cautier  mite  understood. 

Horrocks  did  r  return  the  way  he  had  come,  but  took 
a  circuitous  route  ough  the  camp.  He  was  a  man  who 
never  lost  a  chan,  .  :n  his  work,  and  now.  while  he  was  in 

he  midst  of  that  c  muul  haunt,  he  thought  it  as  well  to 
take  a  look  round.  He  hardly  knew  what  he  expected  to 
find  out-,f  anything.  But  he  re.,uired  information  of 
Relief  and  he  was  fully  alive  to  the  fact  that  all  that 
individual  s  movements  would  be  known  here.  He  trusted 
to  luck  to  help  him  to  discover  something. 

The  snjartest  of  men  have  to  work  against  overwhelming 
odds  in  the  detection  of  crime.  Many  and  devious  are  the 
ways  of  men  whose  hand  is  against  the  law.  Surely  is 
the  best  detective  a  mere  babe  in  the  hands  of  a  clever 
criminal.    In  this  instance  the  very  thing  that  Horrocks  was 
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in  search  of  was  about  to  be  forced  upon  him.     For  under- 
lying that  information  was  a  deep-laid  scheme. 

Never  can  reliance  be  placed  in  a  true  half-breed.  The 
heathen  Chinee  is  the  ideal  of  truth  and  honesty  when  his 
wiles  are  compared  with  the  dark  ways  of  the  Breed. 
Horrocks,  with  all  his  experience,  was  no  match  for  the 
dusky-visaged  outcast  of  the  plains.  Gautier  had  been 
deputed  to  convey  certain  information  to  Lablache  by  the 
patriarchs  of  the  camp.  And  with  his  native  cunning  he 
had  decided,  on  the  appearance  of  Sergeant  Horrocks,  to 
extort  a  price  for  that  which  it  was  his  duty  to  tell.  Ik-sides 
this,  as  matters  had  turned  out,  Horrocks  was  to  receive- 
gratis  that  for  which  he  would  shortly  pay  Gautier. 

He  had  made  an  almost  complete  circuit  of  the  camp. 
Accustomed  as  he  was  to  such  places,  the  stench  of  it  almost 
made  him  sick.  He  came  to  a  stand  close  beside  one  of 
the  outlying  teepees.  He  was  just  preparing  to  fill  his  pipi; 
and  indulge  in  a  sort  of  disinfecting  smoke  when  he  became 
aware  of  voices  talking  loudly  close  by.  The  sound  pro- 
ceeded from  the  teepee.  From  force  of  habit  he  listened. 
The  tones  were  gruff,  and  almost  Indian-like  in  the  brevity 
of  expression.  The  langu.ige  was  the  bastard  jargon  of  the 
French  half-breed.  For  a  moment  he  was  doubtful.  Then 
his  attention  became  riveted. 

"Yes,"  said  one  voice,  "he  is  a  pood  man,  is  Peter. 
When  he  has  plenty  he  spends  it.  He  does  not  rob  the 
poor  Breed.  Only  the  gross  while  man.  Peter  is  clever. 
Very." 

Then  another  voice,  deep-toned  and  full,  took  up  the 
eulogy. 

••  Peter  knows  how  to  spend  his  money.  He  spends  it 
among  his  friends.  It  is  good.  How  much  whisky  will 
he  buy,  think  you?" 

Another  voice  chipped  in  at  this  point,  and  Horrocks 
strained  his  ears  to  catcli  the  words,  for  the  voice  was  the 
voice  of  a  female  and  her  utterance  was  indistinct. 
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"  He  said  he  would  pay  for  everything — all  we  could 
eat  and  drink — and  that  the  pusky  should  be  held  the 
night  after  to-morrow.  He  will  come  himself  and  dance  the 
Red  River  jig.  Peter  is  a  great  dancer  and  will  dance  all 
others  down." 

Then  the  first  speaker  laughed. 

"  Peter  must  have  a  long  stocking  if  he  would  pay  for 
all.  A  barrel  of  rye  would  not  go  far,  and  as  for  food,  he 
must  bring  several  of  the  steers  which  he  took  from  old 
Lablache  if  he  would  feed  us.  But  Peter  is  always  as  good 
as  his  word.  He  said  he  would  pay.  And  he  will  pay. 
When  does  he  come  to  prepare  ?  " 

"He  does  not  come.  He  has  left  the  money  with 
Baptiste,  who  will  see  to  everything.  Peter  will  not  give 
•  the  Ferret'  a  chance." 

"But  how?  The  dance  will  be  a  danger  to  him," 
said  the  woman's  voice.  "  What  if  '  the  Ferret ' 
hears?" 

"  He  will  not  hear,  and,  besides,  Peter  will  be  prepared 
it  the  damned  police  come.  Have  no  fear  for  Peter.  He 
is  bold." 

The  voices  ceased  and  Horrocks  waited  a  little  longer. 
But  presently,  when  the  voices  again  became  audible,  the 
subject  of  conversation  had  changed,  and  he  realised  that 
he  was  not  likely  to  hear  more  that  would  help  him.  So, 
with  great  caution,  he  stole  quickly  away  to  where  his 
horse  was  tied.  He  mounted  hastily  and  rode  off,  glad  to 
be  away  from  that  reeking  camp,  and  greatly  elated  with 
the  success  of  his  visit. 

He  had  learned  a  lot.  And  he  was  to  hear  more  yet 
from  Gautier.  He  felt  that  the  renowned  "  hustler  "  was 
already  in  his  clutches.  His  spurs  went  sharply  into  his 
broncho's  flanks  and  he  raced  over  the  prairie  towards  the 
settlement.  Possibly  he  should  have  known  better  than  to 
trust  to  the  overhearing  of  that  conversation.  His  know- 
ledge of  the  Breeds  should  have  warned  him  to  put  little 
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faith  in  what  he  had  heard.  But  he  was  eager.  His  re- 
putation was  largely  at  stake  over  this  affair,  and  that  must 
be  the  excuse  for  the  rashness  of  his  faith.  However,  the 
penalty  of  his  folly  was  to  be  his,  therefore  blamed  can 
well  be  spared. 


CHAPTER   XVI 
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*'Si  r  (1  'Wn  and  let  me  hear  the — worst." 

l«il)l;iohe's  voice  rasped  harshly  as  he  delivered  his  man- 
date. Horrocks  had  just  arrived  at  the  money-lender's 
store  after  his  visit  to  the  half-breed  camp.  The  poUce- 
oflicer  looked  weary.  And  the  dejected  expression  on  his 
face  had  drawn  from  his  companion  the  hesitating 
superlative. 

"Have  you  got  anything  to  eat?"  Horrocks  retorted 
quickly,  ignoring  the  other's  commands.  •'  I  am  famished. 
Had  nothing  since  I  set  out  from  Stormy  Cloud.  I  can't 
talk  on  an  empty  stomach." 

Lablache  struck  a  table  bell  sharply,  and  one  of  his 
clerks,  all  of  whom  were  still  working  in  the  store,  entered. 
The  money-lender's  clerks  always  worked  early  and  late. 
It  was  part  of  the  great  man's  creed  to  sweat  his  employis. 

"Just  go  over  to  the  saloon,  .Markham,  and  tell  them  to 
s.:nd  supper  for  one — something  substantial,"  he  called  out 
after  the  man,  who  hastened  to  obey  with  the  customary 
precipitance  of  all  who  served  the  flinty  financier. 

The  man  disappeared  in  a  twinkling  and  Lablache  turned 
to  his  visitor  again. 

"They'll  send  it  over  at  orce.  There's  some  whisky  in 
that  bottle,"  pointing  to  a  small  cabinet,  through  the 
glass  door  of  which  gleamed  the  white  label  of  "special 
Glenlivet."     "  Help  yourself.     It'll  buck  you  up." 

Horrocks  obeyed  with  alacrity,  and  the  genial  spirit  con« 
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siderahly  refreshed  him.     He  then  reseated  himself  opposite 
to  his  host,  who  had  faced  round  from  his  desk. 

••  My  news  is  not  the- worst,  as  you  seem  to  anticipate  ; 
although,  perhaps,  it  nii-ht  have  been  helt.r."  the  ..fficer 
began.  ••  In  fact,  I  am  fairly  well  pleased  with  the  re.sult  of 
my  day's  work." 

"  Which  means,  I  take  it,  that  you  have  discovered  a 
clue." 

Lablache's  heavy  eyes  gleamed. 

"Rather  more  than  a  rhie,"  Horrocks  went  on  re- 
flectively. •'  My  information  relates  more  to  the  man  than 
to  the  beasts.  We  shall,  I  think,  lay  our  hands  on  this- 
Retief." 

"Good-good,"  murnuired  the  money-lender,  inclining 
his  heavy  jowled  head.  "Find  the  man  and  we  shall  re- 
cover the  cattle." 

"  I  am  not  so  sure  of  that,"  put  in  the  other.     "  How 
ever,  we  shall  see." 

Lablache  looked  slightly  disappointed.  The  capture  of 
Retief  seemed  to  him  synonymous  with  tlie  recovery  of  his 
stock.  However,  he  waited  for  his  visitor  to  proceed. 
The  money-lender  was  essentially  a  man  to  draw  his  own 
conclusions  after  hearing  the  facts,  and  no  opinion  of 
another  was  likely  to  influence  him  when  once  those  con- 
clusions were  arrived  at.  Lablache  was  a  strong  man 
mentally  and  physically.  And  few  cared  to  combat  his 
decisions  or  opinions. 

For  a  moment  further  talk  was  interrupted  by  the  entry 
of  a  man  with  Horrocks's  supper.  When  the  fellow  had 
withdrawn  the  police-officer  began  his  repast  and  the 
narration  of  his  story  at  the  same  time.  Ublache  watched 
and  listened  with  an  undisturbed  concentration.  He  lost 
no  point,  however  small,  in  the  facts  as  stated  by  the 
officer.  He  refrained  from  interruption,  excepting  where 
the  significance  of  certain  points  in  the  story  escaped 
him,  and,  «t  the  conclusion,  he  was  as  coDTenant  with 
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the  situation  as  though  he  had  been  present  at  the 
investigation.  The  great  man  was  profoundly  impressed 
with  what  he  heard.  Not  so  much  with  the  shrewdness  of 
the  officer  as  with  the  simple  significance  of  the  loss  of 
further  trace  of  the  cattle  at  the  edge  of  the  muskeg.  Up 
t.»  this  point  of  the  story  he  felt  assured  that  Horrocks  was 
to  be  perfectly  relied  upon,  but,  for  the  rest,  he  was  not  so 
sure.  He  felt  that  though  this  man  was  the  finest  tracker 
in  the  country  the  delicate  science  of  deduction  was  not 
necessarily  an  accompaniment  to  his  prairie  abilities. 
Therefore,  for  the  moment,  he  concentrated  his  thoughts 
upon  the  features  surrounding  the  great  keg. 

"  It  is  a  curious  thing,"  he  said  retrospectively,  as  the 
policeman  ceased  speaking,  "  that  in  all  previous  raids  of 
this  Retief  we  have  invariably  tracked  the  lost  stock  down 
to  this  point.  Of  course,  a.  you  say,  there  is  not  the 
slightest  doubt  that  the  beasts  have  been  herded  over  the 
keg.  Everything  seems  to  me  to  hinge  on  the  discovery 
of  that  path.  That  is  the  problem  which  confronts  us 
chiefly.  How  are  we  to  find  the  secret  of  the 
crossing  ?  " 

"It  cannot  be  done,"  said  Horrocks,  simply  but  with 
decision. 

•'Nonsense,"  exclaimed  the  other,  with  a  heavy  gasp  of 
breath.  "  Retief  knows  it,  and  the  others  wit!  him.  Those 
cattle  could  not  have  been  herded  over  single-handed.  Now 
to  me  it  seems  plain  that  the  crossing  is  a  very  open  secret 
amongst  the  Breeds." 

"And  I  presume  you  consider  that  we  should  work 
chiefly  on  that  hypothesis?" 

"  Exactly." 

"  And  you  do  not  consider  the  possible  capture  of  Retief 
as  being  the  most  important  feature  of  the  case?" 

"  Important— certainly.  But,  for  the  moment,  of  minor 
consideration.  Once  we  discover  the  means  by  which  he 
secretes  his  stock  —  and  the  hiding-place  —  we  can  stop 
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his  depredations  and  turn  all  our  energies  to  his  capture 
You  follow  n.e?  At  first  I  was  inclined  to  think  with  you 
that  the  capture  of  the  man  would  be  the  best  thing      But 

ImulTr^  '"  """  '''''  ''''  ^"^'"^  "^-^'hod  of  procedure 
will  be  the  discovery  of  that  path." 

fJ^^f^t^  '"""r  '"  "^^'"'^   L^'^^"^^^  'P^^^  conveyed  to 
the  other  h.s   unalterable  conviction.      The  prairie  man 
however,  remained  unconvinced. 

"Well,"  he  replied,  after  a  moment's  deliberation  «'I 
cannot  say  I  agree  with  you.  Open  secret  or  not,  I've  a 
notion  that  wed  stand  a  better  chance  of  discovering  the 
profoundest  of  state  secrets  than  elicit  inforn.aiion,  even 
supposing  them  to  possess  it,  of  this  description  from  the 
Breeds  I  expect  (lautier  here  in  a  few  minutes;  we  shall 
hear  what  he  has  to  say." 

"  I  trust  he  may  have  something  to  say." 
Lablache  snapped  his  reply  out  in  that  peculiar  tone  of 
h.s  which  spoke  volumes.      It  never  failed  to  anger  him 
to  have  his  opinions  gainsaid.     Then  his  manner  changed 
slightly   and  his  mood  seemed  to  become  contemplative 
Horrocks  observed  the   change  and  wondered   what  was 
coming.      The  money-lender  cleared  his  throat  and  spat 
into  the  stove.     Then  he  spoke  with  that  slow  deliberation 
which  was  his  when  thinking  deeply. 

"Two  years  ago,  when  Retief  did  what  he  liked  in  this 
part  of  the  country,  there  were  many  stories  going  about 

::ttlrment^.  '''''''"'''^'     ''''    ^     --^"    ^^'y    ^"    ^His 
"  Miss  AUandale— yes,  I  have  heard  " 

hi?%'  '°'  ^r'u"''"^  '^"^  she-er-was  very  partial  to 
h  m.     Some,  that  they  were  distantly  connected.     All  were 

choTe' toTer^Tl;'  '""  '  ^"'^  '^^'  ''  '^^  ™^"  ^f  ^heonly 
cho  e  to  tell.     These  stories  were  gossip-merely.     These 

small  places  are  given  to  gossip.     But  I  must  confess  to  a 
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There  was  no  niceness  of  feeling  about  this  mountain  of 
obesity  in  matters  of  business.  He  spoke  as  callously  of 
thegir',  for  whom  he  entertained  his  unholy  passion,  as  he 
would  speak  of  a  stranger.  He  experienced  no  compunc- 
tion in  linking  her  name  with  that  of  an  outlaw.  His  gross 
nature  was  of  too  low  an  order  to  hold  anything  sacred 
where  his  money-bags  were  affected. 

"Periiaps  you — er — do  not  know,"  he  pursued,  carefully 
lighting  his  pipe  and  pressing  the  charred  tobacco  down 
with  the  tip  of  his  little  finger,  "  that  this  girl  is  the  daughter 
of  a  Breed  mother  ?  " 

"Guess  I  hadn't  a  notion." 

Horrocks's  keen  eyes  flashed  with  interest.  He  too  lit 
his  pipe  as  he  lounged  back  in  his  chair. 

"She  is  a  quarter -breed,  and,  moreover,  the  esteem  in 
which  she  is  held  by  the  skulking  iniiabitants  of  the  camp 
inclines  me  to  the  belief  that  —  er — judicious  —  er — 
handling — " 

"You  mean  that  through  her  we  might  obtain  the 
information  we  require?" 

Horrccks  punctuated  the  other's  deliberate  utterances  with 
hasty  eagerness.  L^blache  permitted  a  vague  smile  about 
the  corners  of  his  mouth,  his  eyes  remained  gleaming 
coldly. 

"  You  anticipate  me.  The  matter  would  need  delicate 
handling.  What  Miss  Allandale  has  done  in  the  past  will 
not  be  easy  to  find  out.  Granting,  of  course,  that  gossip 
has  not  wronged  her,"  he  went  on  doubtfully.  "  On  second 
thoughts,  perhaps  you  had  better  leave  that  source  of  infor- 
mation to  me." 

He  relapsed  apparently  into  deep  thought  His  pensive 
deliberation  was  full  of  guile.  He  had  a  purpose  to  achieve 
which  necessitated  the  suggestion  which  he  had  made  to 
this  representative  of  the  law.  He  wished  to  impress  upon 
his  companion  a  certain  connivance  on  the  part  of,  at  least, 
nne  member  of  the  house  of  Allandale  with  the  doings  of 
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the  raider.     He  merely  wished  to  estal.Iish  a  suspicion  in 
the  m.nd  of  the  officer.     Time  and  necessity  might  develop 
It,  If  It  suited  Lablache'ssdumes  that  such  sliould  occur 
In  the  meantime  he  knew  he  could  direct  this  man's  actions 
as  he  chose. 

The  calm  superiority  of  the  money-lender  was  not  lost 
upon  his  companion.  Horrocks  was  nettled,  and  showed 
it. 

"  But  you'll  pardon  me,  Mr  Lablache.  You  have  offered 
me  a  source  of  iniormation  which,  as  a  police-officer,  it  is 
my  duty  to  sound.  As  you  yourself  admit,  the  old  stories  of 
a  secret  love  affair  may  have  some  foundation  in  fact 
Accept  that  and  what  possibilities  are  not  opened  up' 
Had  I  been  employed  on  the  affairs  ..f  Retief,  during  his 
previous  raids,  I  should  certainly  have  worked  upon  so 
important  a  clue." 

"  Tut,  tut,  man,"  retorted  the  other,  sharply.  '« I  under- 
stood yuu  to  be  a  keen  man  at  your  business.  A  single  ill- 
timed  move  in  the  direction  we  are  discussing  and  the  fat 
will  be  m  the  fire.  The  girl  is  as  smart  as  paint :  at  the 
first  inkling  of  your  purp<;se  shell  curl  up-shut  up  like  a 
rat  trap.  The  Breeds  will  be  warne.i  and  we  shall  be 
further  off  success  than  ever.  No,  no,  uhen  it  comes  to 
handling  Jacky  Allandale  you  leave  it  to  me— Ah  ! " 

Lablache's  ejaculation  was  the  result  of  the  sudden 
apparition  of  a  dark  face  peering  in  at  his  window.  He 
swung  round  with  lightning  rapidity,  and  before  Horrocks 
could  realise  what  he  was  doing  his  fat  hand  was  grasping 
the  butt  of  a  revolver.  Then,  with  a  grunt  of  annoyance, 
he  turned  back  to  his  guest. 

"That's  your  Breed,  I  take  it.  For  the  moment  I 
thought  It  was  someone  else  ;  it's  always  best  in  these  parts 
to  shoot  first  and  inquire  afterwards.  I  occasionally  get 
some  strange  visitors." 

The  policeman  laughed  as  he  went  to  the  door.  His 
irritation   at   the   money-lender's   n.ai.nei     was    forgotten. 
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The  strangeness  of  the  sight  of  Lablache's  twenty  stone  of 
flesh  moving  with  lightning  rapidity  astonished  him  beyond 
measure.  Had  he  not  seen  it  nothing  would  have  convinced 
him  of  the  man's  marvellous  agility  when  roused  by 
emergency.     It  was  something  worth  remembering. 

Sure  enough,  the  face  on  the  other  side  of  the  window 
belonged  to  Oautier,  and,  as  Horrocks  opened  the  door, 
the  Breed  pushed  his  way  stealthily  in. 

"  It's  all  right,  boss,"  said  the  man,  with  some  show  of 
anxiety,  "  I've  slipped  'em.  I'm  watched  pretty  closely,  but 
—good  evening,  sir,"  he  went  on,  turning  to  Lablache  with 
obsequious  politeness.  "  This  is  bad  medicine  —  this 
business  we're  on." 

I^ablache  cleared  his  throat  and  spat,  but  deigned  no 
reply.  He  intended  to  take  no  part  in  the  ensuing  con- 
versation.    He  only  wished  to  observe. 

Horrocks  at  once  became  the  officer  to  the  subordinate. 
He  turned  sharply  on  the  Breed. 

"  Cut  the  cackle  and  come  to  business.  Have  you  any- 
thing to  tell  us  about  this  Retief  ?    Out  with  it  sharp." 

"That  depends,  boss,"  said  the  man,  with  a  cunning 
smile.  "As  rou  sez.  Cut  the  cackle  and  come  to  busi- 
ness. Business  means  a  deal,  and  a  deal  means  'cash 
pappy.'    Wot's  the  figger  ?  " 

There  was  no  obsequious  politeness  about  the  fellow  now. 
He  was  about  as  bad  a  specimen  of  the  Breed  as  could 
well  be  found.  Hence  his  late  employment  by  the 
authorities.  "The  worse  the  Breed  the  better  the  spy," 
was  the  motto  of  those  whose  duty  it  was  to  investigate 
crime.  Gautier  was  an  excellent  spy,  thoroughly 
unscrupulous  and  rapacious.  His  information  was  always 
a  saleable  commodity,  and  he  generally  found  his  market  a 
liberal  one.  But  with  business  instincts  worthy  of 
Lablache  himself  he  was  accustomed  to  bargain  first  and 
impart  after. 

"See    here,"    retorted   Horrocks,   "I   don't    go  about 
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blindfolded.  Neither  am  I  going  to  fling  bills  around  with 
«^ut  getting  value  for  'em.  What's  your  news  ?  Can  you 
lay  liands  on  Retief,  or  tell  us  where  the  stock  is  hidden  ?  " 
"  Guess  youVe  looking  fer  somethin'  now,"  said  the  man 
impudently.  "  Ef  I  could  supply  that  information  right  off 
some  'un  'ud  hev  to  dip  deep  m  his  pocket  fur  it.  I  ken 
put>ou  onto  a  good  even  trail,  an'  fifty  dollars  'ud  be 
small  pay  for  the  trouble  an'  the  danger  I'm  put  to.  Wot 
say  ?     Fifty  o'  the  best  greenbacks  ?" 

"Mr  Lablache  can  pay  you  if  he  chooses,  but  until  I 
know  that  your  information's  worth  it  I  don't  part  with 
fifty  cents.  Now  then,  we've  had  dealings  before,  Gautier 
— deahngs  which  have  not  always  been  to  your  credit.  You 
can  trust  me  to  part  liberally  if  you've  anything  worth  tell- 
mg,  but  mind  this,  you  don't  get  an)  thing  beforehand,  and 
if  you  don't  tell  us  all  you  know,  in  you  go  to  Calford  and 
a  diet  of  skilly'll  be  your  lot  for  some  time  to  come." 

The  man's  face  lowered  considerably  at  this.  He  knew 
Horrocks  well,  and  was  perfectly  aware  that  he  would  be 
as  good  as  his  word.  There  was  nothing  to  be  gaint  d  by 
holding  out.  Therefore  he  accepted  the  inevitable  with  as 
bad  a  grace  as  possible.  Lablache  kept  silence,  but  he  was 
reading  the  Breed  as  he  would  a  book. 

"See  hyar,  sergeant,"  said  Gautier,  sulkily,  "you're 
mighty  hard  on  the  Breeds,  an'  you  know  it.  It'll  come 
back  on  you,  sure,  one  o'  these  days.  Guess  I'm  going  to 
play  the  game  square.  It  ain't  fur  me  to  bluff  men  o' 
your  kidney,  only  I  like  to  know  that  you're  going  to  treat 
me  right.  Well,  this  is  what  I've  got  to  say,  an'  its  worth 
fifty  as  you'll  'low." 

Horrocks  propped  himself  upon  the  corner  of  the  money- 
lender's desk  and  preparer!  to  listen.  Lablache's  lashless 
eyes  were  fixed  with  a  steady,  unblinking  stare  upon  the 
half-breed's  face.  Not  a  muscle  of  his  own  pasty,  cruel 
face  moved.  Gautier  was  talking  to,  at  least,  one  man 
who  was  more  cunning  and  devilish  than  himself. 
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The  dusky  ruffian  gave  a  preliminary  cough  and  then 
launched  upon  his  story  with  all  the  flowery  embellishments 
of  which  his  inventive  fancy  was  capable.  What  he  had  to 
tell  was  practically  the  same  as  Horrocks  had  overheard. 
There  were  a  few  items  of  importance  which  came  fresh  to 
the  police  officer's  ears.  It  struck  Lablache  that  the  man 
spoke  in  the  manner  of  a  lesson  well  learned,  and,  in  con- 
sequence, his  keen  interest  soon  relaxed.  Horrocks,  how- 
ever, judged  differently,  and  saw  in  the  man's  story  a  sound 
corroboration  of  his  own  information.  As  the  story  pro- 
gressed his  interest  deepened,  and  at  its  conclusion  he 
questioned  the  half-breed  closely. 

"Thispusky.  I  suppose  it  will  be  the  usual  drunken 
orgie  ? " 

"  I  guess,"  was  the  laconic  rejoinder. 

"Any  of  the  Breeds  from  the  other  settlements  coming 
over  ?  " 

"  Can't  say,  boss.     Like  enough,  I  take  it." 

"And  what  is  Retiefs  object  in  defraying  all  expenses — 
in  giving  the  treat,  when  he  knows  that  the  white  men  are 
after  him  red-hot  ?  " 

"Mebbe  it's  bluflf— cheek.  Peter's  a  bold  man.  He 
snaps  his  fingers  at  the  police,"  replied  Gautier,  illustrating 
his  words  with  much  appreciation.  He  felt  he  was  getting 
a  smack  at  the  sergeant. 

"Then  Peter's  a  fool." 

"Guess  you're  wrong  than  Peter's  the  slickest  'bad 
man  '  I've  heerd  tell  of." 

"We'll  see.  Now  what  about  the  keg  ?  Of  course  the 
cattle  have  crossed  it.     A  secret  path  ?  " 

"Yup." 

"Who  knows  the  secret  of  it?" 

"Peter." 

"Only?" 

The  Breed  hesitated.  His  furtive  eyes  shifted  from 
one  face  to  the  other  of  his  auditors.     Then  encountering 


'W^MWrntM^-^^ 


'gKMPmm: 


GAUTIER  CAUSES  DISSENSION  lyy 

the  fixed  stare  of  both  men  he  glanced  away  towards  the 
window.  He  seemed  uncomfortable  under  the  mute 
inquiry.     Then  he  went  on  doubtfully. 

"I  guess  thar's  others.  It's  an  old  secret  among  the 
Breeds.  An'  I've  heerd  tell  as  some  whites  knows 
it." 

A  swift  exchange  of  meaning  glances  passed  between  the 
two  listeners. 

"  \Vho  ?  " 

"  Can't  say." 

"Won't— you  mean?" 

"  No,  boss.  Ef  I  knew  it  'ud  pay  me  well  to  tell.  Guess 
I  don't  know.    I've  tried  to  find  out." 

"Now  look  you.  Retief  has  always  been  supposed 
to  have  been  drowned  in  the  keg.  Where's  he  been  all 
the  time  ?  " 

The  half-breed  grinned.  Then  his  face  became  suddenly 
serious.  He  began  to  think  the  cross-questioning  was 
becoming  too  hot.  He  decided  to  draw  on  his 
imai;ination. 

"  Peter  was  no  more  drowned  than  I  was.  He  tricked 
you— us  all— into  that  belief.  C.ee!— but  he's  slick. 
Peter  went  to  Montana.  When  the  States  got  too  sultry  fur 
'im  he  jest  came  right  back  hyar.  He's  been  at  the  camp 
fur  two  weeks  an'  more." 

Horrocks  was  silent  after  this.  Then  he  turned  to 
Lablache. 

"  Anything  you'd  like  to  ask  him  ?  " 

The  money-lender  shook  his  head  and  Horrocks  turned 
back  to  his  man. 

"I  guess  that's  all.  Here's  your  fifty,"  he  went  on, 
taking  a  roll  of  bills  from  his  pocket  and  counting  out  the 
coveted  greenbacks.  "See  and  don't  get  mad  drunk  and 
get  to  shooting.  OfT  you  go.  If  you  learn  anything  more 
I'm  ready  to  pay  for  it." 

Gautier  took  the  bills  and   hastily  craairned  them  into 
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his  pocket  as  if  he  feared  he  might  be  called  upon  to 
return  them.  Then  he  made  for  the  door.  He  hesitated 
before  he  passed  out. 

"Say,  sergeant,  you  ain't  goin'  fur  to  try  an'  take  'im  at 
the  pusky?"  he  a.ked,  with  an  appearance  ot  anxiety. 

"  That's  my  business.     Why  ?  " 

The  Breed  shrugged. 

"  Ye '11  feed  the  coyotes,  sure  as— kingdom  come.  Say 
they'll  jest  flay  the  pelt  off  yer." 

"Git!" 

The  rascal  "got "  without  further  delay  or  evil  prophecy. 
He  knew  Horrocks. 

When  the  door  closed,  and  the  officer  had  assured  him- 
self of  the  man's  departure,  he  turned  to  his  liost. 

"  Well  ?  " 

"Well? "retorted  Lablache. 

"  What  do  you  make  of  it  ?  " 

"  An  excellent  waste  of  fifty  dollars." 

Lablache's  face  was  expressive  of  indifTerence  mixed  with 
incredulity. 

"  He  told  you  what  you  already  knew,"  he  pursued,  "and 
drew  on  his  imagination  for  the  rest.  I'll  swear  that  Retief 
has  not  been  seen  at  the  Breed  camp  for  the  last  fort- 
night. Moreover,  that  man  was  reciting  a  carefully-thought- 
out  tale.  I  fancy  you  have  something  yet  to  learn  in  your 
busmess,  Horrocks.  You  have  not  the  gift  of  reading 
men." 

The  police-officer's  face  was  a  study.  As  he  listened  to 
the  masterful  tone  of  his  companion  his  colour  came  and 
went.  His  dark  skin  flushed  and  then  rapidly  paled.  A 
blaze  of  anger  leapt  into  his  keen,  flashing  eyes.  Lablache 
had  flicked  him  sorely.     He  struggled  to  keep  cool. 

Unfortunately  my  position  w?ll  not  allow  me  to  fall  out 
with  you,"  he  said,  with  scarcely-suppressed  heat,  "other- 
wise I  should  call  you  sharply  to  account  for  your  insulting 
remarks.     For  the  moment  we  will  pass  them  over.     In  the 
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meantime,  Mr  Lablache,  let  me  tell  you,  my  experience 
leads  me  to  trust  largely  to  the  story  of  that  man.  Gautier 
has  sold  me  a  good  de;il  of  excellent  information  in  thr 
past,  and  I  am  convinced  that  what  I  have  just  now  heard 
is  not  the  le  ist  of  his  efforts  in  the  law's  behalf.  Rascal- 
scoundrel— as  he  is,  he  would  not  dare  to  set  me  on  a  false 
scent—" 

"Not  if  backed  by  a  man  like  Retief— and  all  the  half 
breed  camp?     You  surprise  me." 

Horrocks  gritted  his  teeth  but  spoke  sharply.  I^blache's 
supercilious  tone  of  mockery  drove  him  to  the  verge  ol 
madness. 

"Not  even  under  those  circumstances.  I  shall  attend 
that  pusky  and  eff.ct  the  arrest.  I  understand  these 
people  better  than  you  give  me  cridit  for.  I  presume 
your  discrelio.i  will  nut  permit  you  tu  be  present  at  the 
capture  ?  " 

It  was  Horrocks's  turn  to  sneer  now.  Lablache  remained 
unmoved.     He  merely  permitted  the  ghost  of  a  smile. 

"  My  discretion  will  not  permit  me  to  be  present  at  the 
[)usky.     There  will  be  no  capture,  I  fear." 

"Then  I'll  bid  you  good-night.     There  is  no  need  to 
further  intrude  upon  your  time." 
"  None  whatever." 

The  money-lender  did  not  attempt  to  show  the  policeman 
any  consideration.  He  had  decided  that  Horrocks  was  a 
fool,  and  when  Lablache  formed  such  an  opinion  of  a  man 
he  rarely  attempted  to  conceal  it,  especially  "'hen  the 
man  stood  in  a  subordinate  position. 

After  seeing  the  officer  off  the  premises,  Lablache  moved 
heavily  back  to  his  desk.  The  alarm  clock  indicated  ten 
minutes  to  nine.  He  stood  for  some  moments  gazing  with 
introspective  eyes  at  the  timepiece.  He  was  thinking 
hard.  He  was  convinced  that  what  he  had  just  heard  was 
a  mere  fabrication,  invented  to  cover  some  ulterior  motive. 
That  motive  puzzled  him.     He  had  no  fear  for  Horrocks  s 
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life.  Horrocks  wore  the  unifo.  i.t  of  the  Covcrntncnt.  Uw 
less  and  all  as  the  Urf.cds  were,  he  knew  they  would  not 
resist  the  police— unless,  of  course,  R  tief  were  there. 
Having  decided  in  his  mind  th.it  Relief  would  not  be  there 
I.o  had  no  misj-ivings.  He  failed  to  fathom  the  trend  of 
affairs  at  all.  In  spite  of  his  outward  calm  he  felt  uneasy, 
and  he  started  as  though  he  had  been  shot  when  he  heard 
a  loud  knocking  at  his  private  door. 

'Fhe  money  lender'3  hand  dropped  on  to  the  revolver 
lying  upon  the  desk,  and  he  carried  the  weapon  with  him 
when  he  went  to  answer  the  summons.  His  alarm  was 
needless.     His  late  visitor  was  "  Poker  "  John. 

The  old  rancher  came  in  sheepishly  enough.  There  was 
no  mistaking  the  meaning  of  his  peculiar  crouching  gait, 
the  leering  upward  glance  of  his  bloodshot  eyes.  To  any- 
one whc  did  not  know  him,  his  appearance  might  have 
been  that  of  a  drink-soaked  tramp,  so  dishevelled  and 
bleared  he  looked.  Lablache  took  in  the  old  man's  con- 
dition in  one  swift  glance  from  his  pouched  a.nd  fishy  eyes. 
His  greeting  was  cordial— too  cordial.  Any  other  but  the 
good-hearted,  simple  old  man  would  have  been  suspicious 
of  it.     Cordiality  was  not  Lablache's  nature. 

"Ah,  John,  better  late  than  never,"  he  exclaimed 
gutturally.     "Come  in  and  have  a  smoke." 

"  Yes,  I  thought  I'd  just  come  right  down  and— see  if 
you'd  got  any  news." 

"None— none,  old  friend.  Nothing  at  all.  Horrocks 
is  a  fool,  I'm  thinking.  Take  that  chair,"  pointing  to  the 
basket  chair.  "You're  not  looking  up  to  the  mark.  Have 
a  nip  of  Glenlivet." 

He  passed  the  white-labelled  bottle  over  to  his  companion, 
and  watched  the  rancher  curiously  as  he  shakily  helped 
himself  to  a  liberal  "four  fingers."  "Poker"  John  was 
rapidly  breaking  up.     Lablache  fully  realised  this. 

"  No  nevs— no  news,"  murmured  John,  as  he  smacked 
his  lips  over  his  "  tot "  of  whisky.     "  It's  bad.  man,  very 
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bad.     W.  -re  not  safe  in  this  place  whilst  ti.at  .nan's  about. 
iKar,  dear,  dear." 

Th.  senility  ,.f  the  rancher  was  painfully  apparent. 
Doubtless  ,t  was  the  result  of  his  recent  libations  and 
excesses.  The  money-lender  was  -luilr  aware  that  [ohn  had 
not  come  to  him  to  discuss  the  "hustler."  He  had  come 
to  suggest  a  game  of  cards,  but  for  reasons  of  his  own  the 
former  wished  to  postpone  the  request.  He  had  not 
expected  that  "Poker"  John  would  have  come  this  even- 
ing  ;  therefore,  certain  plans  of  his  were  not  to  have  been  put 
into  execution  until  the  following  day.  Now,  however,  it 
was  different.  John's  coming,  and  his  condition.  ..ffered 
hnn  a  (hance  which  was  too  good  to  be  missed,  and 
Lablache  was  never  a  man  to  miss  opportunities. 
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Presently  the  old  man  drew  himself  up  a  little.  The 
spirit  had  a  bracing  effect  upon  him.  The  dull  leering 
eyes  assumed  a  momentary  brightness,  and  he  almost  grew 
cheerful.  The  change  was  not  lost  upon  Lablache.  It  was 
a  veritable  game  of  the  cat  and  the  mouse. 

"  This  is  the  first  time  your  stock  has  been  touched," 
said  John,  meaninglessly.  His  thoughts  were  running 
upon  the  game  of  cards  he  had  pro:  lised  himself.  An 
unaccountable  lack  of  something  like  moral  cournge 
prevented  him  talking  of  it.  Possibly  it  was  the  iron 
influence  of  his  companion  which  forbade  the  suggestion  of 
cards.  "  Poker  "  John  was  inwardly  chafing  at  his  own 
weakness. 

"  Yes,"  responded  the  other,  "  I  have  not  been  touched 
before."  Then,  suddenly,  he  leant  forward,  and,  for  the 
moment,  the  money-lender's  face  lit  up  with  something 
akin  to  kindliness.  It  was  an  unusual  sight,  and  one  not 
to  be  relied  upon.  "  How  many  years  is  it,  John,  that  we 
have  struggled  side  by  side  in  this  benighted  land  ?  " 

The  rancher  looked  at  the  other,  then  his  eyes  dropped. 
He  scarcely  comprehended.  He  was  startled  at  the 
expression  of  that  leathery,  puffed  face.  He  shifted 
uneasily  with  the  curious  weakly  restlessness  of  a  shattered 
nerve. 

"More  years,  I  guess,  than  I  care  to  think  of,"  he 
murmured  at  last. 

••  Yes,  yes,  you're  right,  John— quite  right.    It  doesn't  do 
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to  look  back  too  far.  We're  getting  on.  But  we're  not  old 
men  yet.  We're  rich,  John,  rich  in  land  and  experience. 
No,  not  so  old.  We  can  still  give  the  youngsters  points. 
John.     Ha,  ha  !  " 

Lablache  laughed  hollowly  at  his  own  pleasantry.  His 
companion  joined  in  the  laugh,  but  without  mirth.  Poker 
—he  could  think  of  nothing  but  poker.  The  money-lender 
insinuatingly  pushed  the  whisky  bottle  closer  to  the  senile 
rancher.  Almost  unconsciously  the  old  man  helped 
himself. 

"I  wonder  what  it  would  be  like  living  a  private,  idle 
life?"  Lablache  went  on,  as  though  speak  ig  to  himself 
Then  directly  to  his  companion,  "Do  you  know,  old 
friend,  I'm  seriously  thinking  of  selling  out  all  my  interests 
and  retiring.  I've  worked  very  iiard— verv  hard.  I'm 
getting  tired  of  it  all.  Sometimes  I  feel  that  rest  would  be 
good.  I  have  amassed  a  very  K.rge  tortune,  John— as  you 
know." 

The  confidences  of  the  money  Imder  were  so  unusual 
that  "Poker"  John,  in  a  da/ed  way,  mildly  wondered. 
The  whisky  had  roused  him  a  good  deal  now,  and  he  felt 
that  it  was  good  to  talk  like  this.  He  felt  that  the  money- 
lender was  a  good  fellow,  and  much  better  than  he  had 
thought.  He  even  experienced  com{)unction  for  the 
opinions  which,  at  times,  he  had  expressed  of  this  old 
companion.  Drink  plays  strange  pranks  with  one's  better 
judgment  at  times.  Lablache  noted  the  effect  of  his  words 
carefully. 

"Yes,"  said  John,  "you  have  worked  hard— we  have 
both  worked  hard.  Our  lives  have  not  been  altogether 
without  pleasure.  The  occasional  game  of  cards  we  have 
had  together  has  always  helped  to  relieve  monotony,  eh 
Lablache?  Yes— yes.  Nr  >ne  can  say  we  have  not  earned 
rest.  But  there— yes,  you  ave  been  more  fortunate  than 
I.     I  could  not  retire." 

Lablache  raised  his  sparse  eyebrows.     Then  he  helped 
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himself  to  some  whisky  and  pushed  the  bottle  over  to  the 
other.  When  John  had  again  replenished  his  glass  the 
iiioM.'y  lender  solemnly  raised  his  and  waved  it  t(wards  the 
grey-headed  old  man.     John  responded  unsteadily. 

"  How  ! " 

"  How  !  "  replied  the  rancher. 

Both  men  drank  the  old  Indian  toast.  Simple  honesty 
was  in  one  heart,  while  duplicity  and  low  cunning  filled  the 
other. 

"You  could  not  retire?  "  said  Lablache,  when  they  had 
set  their  empty  glasses  upon  the  desk. 

"  No— no,"  answered  the  other,  shaking  his  head  with 
ludicrous  mournfulness,  "  not  retire  ;  I  have  .esponsibilities 
—debts.  You  should  know.  I  must  pay  them  off.  I 
must  leave  Jacky  provided  for." 

"  Yes,  of  course.  You  must  pay  them  off.  Jacky  should 
be  your  first  consideration." 

Lablache  pursed  his  sensual  lips.  His  expression  was 
one  of  deep  concern.  Then  he  apparently  fell  into  a 
reverie,  during  which  John  was  wondering  how  best  to 
propose  the  longed  for  game  of  cards.  The  other  roused 
himself  before  the  desired  means  suggested  itself  to  the  old 
gambler.     And  his  efforts  were  cut  short  abruptly. 

"Jacky  ought  to  marry,"  Liblache  said  with  .ut  preamble. 
"  One  never  knows  what  may  happen.  A  good  husband— 
a  man  with  money  and  business  capacity,  would  be  a  great 
help  to  you,  and  would  assure  her  future." 

Lablache  had  touched  upon  the  one  strong  point  which 
remained  in  John  Allandale's  character.  His  love  for 
Jacky  rivalled  his  passion  for  poker,  and  in  its  pure  honesty 
was  perhaps  nearly  as  strong  as  that  feverish  zest.  The 
gambler  suddenly  became  electrified  into  a  different  beina. 
The  signs  of  decay— the  atmosphere  of  drink,  as  it  wefe, 
fell  from  him  in  the  flashing  of  a  second,  and  the  old 
vigorous  rancher,  like  the  last  dying  flame  of  a  fire  shot  up 
into  being. 
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"Jacky shall  marry  when  she  chooses,  and  whatevernian 
she  prefers.  I  will  never  profit  by  that  dear  ch^ 
matrimonial  affairs,"  he  said  simply  '^^  " 

Lablache  bit  his  lips.  He  had  been  slightly  premature 
He  acquiesced  with  a  heavy  nod  of  the  head'and  poured 
himself  out  some  more  whisky.  The  example  was  natural 
and  his  companion  followed  it. 

"You  are  quite  right,  John.     I   merely  spoke  from  a 

Tt'oT::':'7-    «"^y-rdecisionaffects'meclos;y." 

The  other  looked  curiously  at  the  money-lender,  who  thus 

ound  himself  forced  to  proceed.     Hitherto  he  h  d  cho  en 

h.s   own   gait.     Now   he   felt  himseh  being  drawn      The 

r^How^f.  "'^  '°  ^''"'  ^"^  •*  «"'t^d  his  pufpose. 

pos'^pir'  "'''"'     ''""^  "''  '''  '"^^''"S  °^  «"  ^^i- 

"I  have  known  that  niece  of  yours,  John,  ever  since  she 

came  into  this   world.      I   have   watched   her  grow       I 

clever,  bright    wmsome  g.rl.     But  she  needs   the  guidin. 
hand  of  a  good  husband."  b^'umt, 

"Just  so.     You  are  right.     I  am  too  old  to  take  orooer 
care  of  her.     When  she  chooses  sne  shall  marrv. ''       ^^"' 
John  s  tone   was   decisive.     His   words  were   non  com 
mitting  and  open  to  no  argument.     Lablache  went  on 

Supposing  now  a  rich  man,  a  verv  rich  man  Drono.pH 
marriage  for  her.  Presuming  he  was  a  man  Tgai'ns  whom 
there  was  no  doubtful  record-who,  from  a  world  y  pi" 
of  view,  there  could  be  no  objection  to-should 'you 
object  to  him  as  a  husband  for  Jacky?"  ^ 

The  rancher  was  still  unsuspecting. 
"What  I  have  stated  should  answer  your  question      If 
Jacky  were  willing  I  should  have  no  objection  '« 

Supposing,"   the  money-lender   went  on,    "she   were 
-^.n.ng,^but  was  content  to  abide  by  y^ur  de^cir 
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There  was  a  passing  gleam  of  angry  protest  in  the 
rancher's  eyes  as  he  answered. 

"  What  I  have  said  still  holds  good,"  he  retorted  a  little 
hotly.     "I  will  not  influence  the  child." 

"  I  am  sorry.     I  wish  to  marry  your  girl." 

There  was  an  impressive  silence  after  this  announcement. 
"Poker"  John  stared  in  blank  wonderment  at  his  com- 
panion. The  expectation  of  such  a  contingency  could  not 
have  been  farther  from  his  thought.  Lablache — to  marry 
his  niece — it  was  preposterous — ludicrous.  He  would  not 
take  it  seriously — he  could  not.  It  was  a  joke — and  not  a 
nice  one. 

He  laughed — and  in  his  laugh  there  was  a  ring  of 
anger. 

"  Of  course  you  are  joking,  Lablache,"  he  said  at  last. 
"  Why,  man,  you  are  old  enough  to  be  the  girl's  father." 

"  I  was  never  more  serious  in  my  life.  And  as  for  age," 
with  a  shrug,  "  at  least  you  will  admit  my  intellect  is  unim- 
paired.    Her  interests  will  be  in  safe  keeping." 

Having  recovered  from  his  surprise  the  old  man  solemnly 
shook  his  head.  Some  inner  feeling  made  him  shrink 
from  thoughts  of  Lablache  as  a  husband  for  his  girl. 
Besides,  he  had  no  intention  of  retreating  from  the  stand 
he  had  taken. 

"  As  far  as  I  am  concerned  the  matter  is  quite  imposs- 
ible.    If  Jacky  comes  to  me  with  a  request  for  sanction  of 

■r  Tiarriage  to  you,  she  shall  have  it.     But  I  will  express 

wish  upon  the  matter.    No,  Lablache,  I  never  thought 

you  contemplated  such  a  thing.     You  must  go  to  her.     I 

will  not  interfere.     Oh,  dear  I  oh,  dear ! "  and  the  old  man 

laughed  again,  nervously. 

Lablache  remained  perfectly  calm.  He  had  expected 
this  result;  although  he  had  hoped  that  it  might  have 
been  otherwise.  Now  he  felt  that  he  had  paved  the  way  to 
methods  much  dearer  to  his  heart  This  refusal  of  John's 
he  intended  to  turn  to  account    He  would  force  an  ac- 
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ceptance   from  Jacky,   and  induce  her  uncle,  by  certain 
means,  to  give  liis  consent. 

The  money-lender  remained  silent  while  he  refilled  his 
pipe.     "  Poker  "  John  seized  the  opportunity. 

"Come,  Lablache,"  he  said  jocosely,  "let  us  forget  this 
little  matter.  Have  a  drink  of  your  own  whisky— I'll  join 
you— and  let  us  go  down  to  the  saloon  for  a  gentle  flutter." 
He  helped  himself  to  the  spirit  and  poured  out  a  glass 
for  his  companion.  Thty  silently  drank,  and  then 
Lablache  coughed,  spat  and  lit  his  pipe.  He  fumbled  his 
hat  on  to  his  head  and  moved  to  the  door. 

"Come  on,  then,"  he  said  gutturally.  And  John  Allan- 
dale  followed  him  out. 

The  two  days  before  the  half-breed  pusky  passed  quickly 
enough  for  some  of  those  who  are  interested,  and  dragged 
their  weary  lengths  all  too  slowly  for  others.  At  last, 
however,  in  due  course  the  day  dawned,  and  with  it  hopes 
and  fears  matured  in  the  hearts  of  not  a  few  of  the  denizens 
of  Foss  River  and  the  surrounding  neighbourhood. 

To  all  appearance  the  most  unconcerned  man  was  the 
Hon.  Bunning-Ford,  who  still  moved  about  the  settlement 
in  his  cheery,  dibonnaire  fashion,  ever  gentlemanly  and 
always  indolent.  He  had  taken  up  his  residence  in 
one  of  the  many  disused  shacks  which  dotted  round  the 
market-place,  and  there,  apparently,  sought  to  beguile  the 
hours  and  eke  out  the  few  remaining  dollars  which  were 
his.  For  Lablache,  in  his  sweeping  process,  had  still  been 
forced  to  hand  over  some  money,  ove  d  above  his  due, 
as  a  result  of  the  sale  of  the  young  icher's  property! 
The  trifling  amount,  however,  was  less  than  enough  to 
keep  body  and  soul  together  for  six  months. 

Lablache,  too,  staunch  to  his  opinions,  did  not  trouble 
himself  in  the  least.  For  the  rest,  all  who  knew  of  the 
meditated  coup  of  Horrocks  were  agitated  to  a  degree.  All 
hoped  for  success,  but  all  agreed  in  a  feeling  of  pessimism 
which  w.is  more  or  less  the  outcome  of  previous  experiences 
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of  Relief.  Did  not  they  kn(jw,  only  too  well,  of  the  traps 
which  had  been  laid  and  which  had  failed  to  ensnare  the 
daring  desperado  in  days  gone  by?  Horrocks  ihey  fondly 
believed  to  be  a  very  smart  man,  but  had  not  some  of  the 
best  in  the  Canadian  police  been  sent  before  to  bring  to 
justice  this  scourge  of  the  district  ? 

Amongst  those  who  shared  these  pessimistic  views  Mrs 
Abbot  was  one  of  the  most  sceptical.  She  had  learnt  all 
the  details  of  the  intended  arrest  in  the  way  she  learned 
everything  that  was  going  on.  A  few  judicious  questions  to 
the  doctor  and  careful  observations  never  left  her  long  in 
the  dark.  She  had  a  natural  gift  for  absorbing  information. 
She  was  a  sort  of  social  amalgam  which  never  failed  to 
glean  the  golden  particles  r)f  news  which  remained  after  the 
"panning  up"  of  daily  events  in  Foss  River.  Nothing 
ever  escaped  this  dear  old  soul,  from  the  details  of  a 
political  crisis  in  a  distant  part-  of  the  continent  down  to 
the  number  of  drinks  absorbed  by  some  worthless  half- 
breed  in  "old  man  "  Smith's  saloon.  She  had  one  of  those 
keen,  active  brains  which  refuses  to  become  dull  and  torpid 
in  an  atmosphere  of  humdrum  monotony.  Luckily  her 
nature  never  allowed  her  to  become  a  mischievous  busy- 
body.    She  was  too  kindly  for  that — too  clever,  tactful. 

After  duly  weighing  the  point  at  issue  she  found 
Horrocks's  plans  wanting,  hence  her  unbelief,  but,  at  the 
same  time,  her  old  heart  palpitated  with  nervous  excitement 
as  mifisht  the  heart  of  any  younger  and  more  hopeful  of 
those  in  the  know. 

As  for  the  Allandales,  it  would  be  hard  to  say  what  they 
thought.  Jacky  went  about  her  duties  with  a  placidity  that 
was  almost  worthy  of  the  great  money-lender  himself.  She 
showed  no  outward  sign,  and  very  little  interest.  Her 
thoughts  she  kept  severely  to  herself.  But  she  had 
thoughts  on  the  subject,  thoughts  which  teemed  through 
her  brain  night  and  day.  She  was  in  reality  aglow  with 
excitement,  but  the  Breed  nature  in  her  allowed  no  sign  of 
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emotion  to  appear.  "Poker"  John  was  bfxo.ul  a  keen 
mterest.  Whisky  and  cards  had  done  for  hiin  what 
morphine  and  opium  does  for  the  diug  fiend.  He  had  no 
thoughts  beyond  thtm.  In  hicid  intervals,  as  it  were,  he 
thought,  perhaps,  as  well  as  his  poor  dulled  brain  would 
permit  him,  but  the  result  of  his  mental  effort  would 
scarcely  be  worth  recording. 

And  so  the  time  drew  near. 

Horrocks,  since  his  difference  of  opinion  with  Lahlache 
had  made  the  ranch  his  headtiuarters,  leaving  the  money- 
lender as  much  as  possible  out  of  his  consultations  He 
had  been  heartily  welcomed  by  old  John  and  his  niece,  the 
latter  in  particular  being  very  gracious  to  him.  Horrocks 
was  not  a  lady's  man,  but  he  appreciated  comfort  when  he 
could  get  it,  and  Jacky  spared  no  trouble  to  make  him 
comfortable  now.  Had  he  known  the  smiling  thought 
behind  her  beautiful  face  his  appreciation  ..light  have 
lessened. 

As  the  summer  day  drew  to  a  close  signs  of  coming 
events   began   to   show    themselves.      First   of   all   Aunt 
Margaret  made  her  appearance  at  the  AUandales'  house 
She  was  hot  and  excited.     She  had  come  up  for  a  gossip, 
she  said,  and  promptly  sat  down  with  no  intention  of  mov' 
ing  until  she  had  heard     11  she  wanted  to  knr.w.     Then 
came  "  Lord  "  Bill,  cheerily  monosyllabic.     He  always  con- 
sidered that  long  speeches  were  a  disgusting  waste  of  time 
Following  closely  upon  his  heels  came  the  doctor  and  Pat 
Nabob,    with    another   rancher  from   an    outlying  ranch. 
Quite  why  they  had  come  up  they  would  have  hesitated  to 
say.     Possibly  it  was  curiosity— possibly  natural  interest  in 
affairs  which  nearly  affected  them.     Horrocks,  they  knew 
was  at  the  ranch.     Perhaps  the  magnetism  which  surrounds 
persons  about  to  embark  on  hazardous  undertakings  had 
attracted  them  thither. 

As  the  hour  for  supper  drt  w  near  the  gathering  in  the 
sitting-room  became  considerable,  and  as  each  newcomer 
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presented  himself,  Jacky,  with  thoughtful  hospitality,  caused 
another  place  to  be  set  at  her  bountiful  table.  No  one  was 
ever  allowed  to  pass  a  meal  hour  at  the  ranch  without  par- 
taking of  refreshment.  It  was  one  of  the  principal  items 
provided  for  in  the  prairie  creed,  and  the  greatest  insult  to 
be  offered  at  such  time  would  have  been  to  leave  the  house 
before  the  repast. 

At  eight  o'clock  the  girl  announced  the  meal  with  char- 
acteristic heartiness. 

••  Come  right  along  and  feed,"  she  said.  "  Who  knows 
what  to-night  may  bring  forth  ?  I  guess  we  can't  do  better 
than  drink  success  to  our  friend,  Sergeant  Horrocks. 
Whatever  the  result  of  his  work  to-night  we  all  allow  his 
nerve's  right.  Say,  good  people,  there's  liquor  on  the 
table — and  glasses;  a  bumper  to  Sergeant  Horrocks." 

The  wording  of  the  girl's  remarks  was  significant.  Truly 
Horrocks  might  have  been  the  leader  of  a  forlorn  hope. 
Many  of  those  present  certainly  considered  him  to  be  such. 
However,  they  were  none  the  less  hearty  in  their  toast,  and 
Jacky  and  Bill  were  the  two  first  to  raise  their  glasses  on 
high. 

The  loast  drunk,  tongues  were  let  loose  and  the  supper 
began.  Ten  o'clock  was  the  time  at  which  Horrocks  was 
to  set  out.  Therefore  there  were  two  hours  in  which  to 
make  merry.  Never  was  a  merrier  meal  taken  at  the  ranch. 
Spirits  were  at  bursting  point,  due  no  doubt  to  the  current  of 
excitement  which  actuated  each  member  of  the  gathering. 

Jacky  was  in  the  best  of  spirits,  and  even  "  Poker  "  John 
was  enjoying  one  of  his  rare  lucid  intervals.  "  Lord  "  Bill 
sat  between  Jacky  and  Mrs  Abbot,  and  a  more  charming 
companion  the  old  lady  thought  she  had  never  met.  It 
was  Jacky  who  led  the  talk,  Jacky  who  saw  to  everyone's 
wants,  Jacky  whose  spirits  cheered  everybody,  by  her 
light  badinage,  into,  even  against  their  better  judgment, 
a  feeling  of  optimism.  Even  Horrocks  felt  the  influence 
of  her  bright,  winsome  cheeriness. 


THE  NIGHT  OF  THE  PUSKY  193 

"Capture  tnis  coloured  scoundrel,  Sergeant  Hor/ocks,' 
the  girl  exclaimed,  with  a  laughing  glance,  as  she  helped 
him  to  a  goodly  portion  of  baked  Jack-rabbit,  "and  we'll 
present  you  with  the  freedom  of  the  settlement,  in  an  illum- 
inated address  enclosed  in  a  golden  casket.  That's  the 
mode,  I  take  it,  in  civilised  countries,  and  I  guess  wc 
are  civilised  hereabout,  some.  Say,  Bill,  I  opine  you're 
the  latest  thing  from  England  here  to-night.  What  does 
'  freedom  '  mean  ?  " 

Bill  looked  dubious.  Everybody  waited  for  his 
answer. 

"Freedom— um.  Yes,  of  course— freedom.  Why, 
freedom  means  banquets.  You  know— turtle  soup— bile 
—indigestion.  Best  champagne  in  the  mayor's  cellar. 
Police  can't  run  you  in  if  you  get  drunk.  All  that  sort 
of  thing,  don'tcherknow." 

"An  excellent  definition,"  laughed  the  doctor. 

"I  wish  somebody  would  present  me  with  'freedom,'" 
said  Nabob,  plaintively. 

"  It's  a  good  thing  we  don't  go  in  for  that  sort  of  thing 
extensively  in  Canada,"  put  in  Horrocks,  as  the  re- 
presentative of  the  law.  "The  peaceful  pastime  of  the 
police  would  soon  be  taken  from  them.  Why,  the  hand- 
ling of  'drunks'  is  our  only  recreation." 

"That,  and  for  some  of  them  the  process  of  lowering 
four  per  cent,  beer,"  added  the  doctor,  quietly. 

Another  laugh  followed  the  doctor's  sally. 

When  the  mirth  had  subsided  Aunt  Margaret  shook  her 
head.  This  levity  rather  got  on  her  nerves.  This  Retief 
business,  as  she  understood  it,  was  a  very  serious  affair, 
especially  for  Sergeant  Horrocks.  She  was  keenly  anxious 
to  hear  the  details  of  his  preparations.  She  knew  most 
of  them,  but  she  liked  her  information  first  hand.  With 
this  object  in  view  she  suggested,  rather  than  asked,  what 
she  wanted  to  know. 

"But   I   don't  quite   underst.ind.      I   take   it   you  are 
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going  single-handed  into  the  half  b'eed  camp,  where  you 
expect  to  find  this  Relief,  Sergeant  Horrocks?" 

Hurrocks's  face  was  serious  as  he  looked  over  at  the 
old  lady.  There  was  no  laughter  in  his  black,  flashing 
eyes.  He  was  not  a  man  given  to  suavity.  His  business 
effectually  crushed  any  approach  to  that  sort  of  thing. 
He  was  naturally  a  stern  man,  too. 

"  I  am  not  quite  mad,  madam,"  he  said  curtly.  "  I  set 
some  value  upon  my  life." 

This  crushing  rejoinder  had  no  effect  upon  Aunt 
Margaret.     She  still  persisted. 

'•  Then,  of  course,  you  take  your  men  with  you.  Four, 
you  have,  and  smart  they  look,  too.  I  like  to  see  well- 
set-up  men.  I  trust  you  will  succeed.  They — I  mean 
the  Breeds — are  a  dangerous  people." 

"  Not  so  dangerous  as  they're  reckoned,  I  guess,"  said 
Horrocks,  disdainfully.  "  I  don't  anticipate  much 
trouble." 

"  I  hope  it  will  turn  out  as  you  think,"  replied  the  old 
lady,  doubtfully. 

Horrocks  shrugged  his  shoulders;  he  was  not  to  be 
drawn. 

There  was  a  moment's  silence  after  this,  which  was  at 
length  broken  by  "  Poker  "  John. 

"Of  course,  Horrocks,"  he  said,  "we  shall  carry  out 
your  instructions  to  the  letter.  At  three  in  the  morning, 
failing  your  return  or  news  of  you,  I  set  out  with  my  ranch 
hands  to  find  you.  And  woe  betide  those  black  devils 
if  you  have  come  to  harm.  By  the  way,  what  about  your 
men  ?  " 

"  They  assemble  here  at  ten.  We  leave  our  horses  at 
Lablache's  stables.  We  are  going  to  walk  to  the 
settlement." 

'*  I  think  you  are  wise,"  said  the  doctor. 

"Guess  horses  would  be  an  encumbrance,"  said 
Jacky. 


■.■*«p-#vji«»/ 


••f         .W  •-:  ~     . 


THE  NIGHT  OF  THE  PUSKY  ,95 

j'An  excellent  mark  for  a  Breeds  gun,"  added  BUI 
Seems  to  me  juu'll  succeed,"  he  went  on  politely.  His 
eagle  face  was  calmly  sincere.  The  ,rey  .yes  looked 
stead.ly  ,nto  those  of  the  officer's.  Ja.  ky  was  watch.ng 
her  lover  keerily.  The  faintest  suspicion  of  a  sjnile  was 
m  her  eyes. 

''I  should  like  to  be  there."  she  said  simply,  when  Bill 
had  hn.shed.  -It's  mean  bad  luck  being  a  „rl  Say 
d'youtunk  I'd  bein  theway.  sergeam?'  ^' 

Horrocks  looked  over  at  her,  and  in  his  gaze  was  a  look 
of  admiration.  In  the  way  he  knew  she  would  be.  but 
he  could  not  tell  her  so.     Such  spirit  appealed  to  him. 

he  said^  "My  hands  would  be  full.  I  could  not  look  after 
yr  .,  and  besides-"  He  broke  off  at  the  recollection  of  the 
J  stories  about  this  girl.  Suddenly  he  wondered  if  he 
lad  been  indiscreet.  What  if  the  stories  were  true  He 
ran  cold  at  the  thought.  "  .  people  knew  his  plans. 
Then  he  looked  mto  the  girl'^  .autiful  face.  No,  it  must 
be  fa  se.  She  could  have  nothing  in  common  with  the 
rascally  Breeds. 

"  And  besides-what  ?  "  Jacky  said,  smiling  over  at  the 
policeman. 

Horrocks  shrugged. 

•'When  Breeds  are  drunk  they  are  not  responsible." 
That  settles  it,"  the  girl's  uncle  said,  with  a   forced 
laugh      Hedidnot  l>ke  Jacky's  tone.     Knowing  her.  he 
feared  she  intended  to  be  there  to  see  the  arrest 

Her  uncle's  laugh  nettled  the  girl  a  little,  and  with  a 
shght  elevation  of  her  head,  she  said,— 

"I  don't  know." 

Further  talk  now  became  impossible,  for,  at  that  moment 
the  troopers  arrived.  Horrocks  discovered  that  it  was 
nearly  ten  o'clock.  The  moment  for  the  start  had  come, 
and,  with  one  accord,  everybody  rose  from  the  table  In 
the  bustle  and   handshaking   of  departure  Jacky  slipped 
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away.  When  she  returned  the  doctor  and  Mrs  Abhoi 
were  in  the  hall  alone  with  "  Lord"  Mill.  'I'hc  latter  was 
just  leaving.  "  Poker "  John  was  on  the  verandah  seeing 
Ilorroclcs  off. 

As  Jacky  came  downstairs  Aunt  Margaret's  eyes  fell 
upon  the  ominous  holster  and  cartridge  belt  which  circled 
the  girl's  hips.  She  was  dressed  for  riding.  There  could 
l)e  no  mistaking  the  determined  set  of  her  face. 

"Jacky,  my  dear,"  said  the  old  lady  in  dismay.  "What 
are  you  doing  ?     Where  are  you  ^ning  ?  " 

"Guess  I'm  going  to  see  the  fun— I've  a  notion  there'll 
be  some." 

"But—" 

"Don't  'but'  me,  Aunt  Margaret,  I  take  it  you  aren't 
deaf." 

The  old  lady  relapsed  into  dignified  silence,  but  there 
was  much  concern  and  a  little  understanding  in  her  eyes  as 
she  watched  the  girl  pass  out  to  the  corrals. 
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THE   PUSKY 

A  PUSKV  i,  a  halfhreed  dance.  That  is  the  hte-al  me.T 
."g  <.f  the  word.  The  practical  translation,  l.-.wever,  i, 
orten  different.  In  reality  it  is  a  debuuch-a  frigh  ful 
.-rg.e  when  all  the  lower  animal  in.stincts-und  they  are  many 
and  strong  .n  the  half-breed  -are  given  full  sway.  When 
drunkenness  and  hest.al  passions  rule  the  actionLf  these 

:^':^.:T\  '"""  '""^'^'^  and  crimes  of  all  sort! 
are  '^omm.tted  w.thout  scruple,  without  even  thought. 
Latterly  thmgs  have  changed,  and  these  orgies  are  less 
frequent  among  the  Breeds,  or.  at  least,  conducted  with 
more  regard  for  decorum.  Hut  we  are  talking  of  some 
years  ago,  at  .  u  when  the  Breeds  had  to  learn  the 
meanmg  of  c.  .n-before  good  order  and   govern- 

ment were  thor.  ..-  established  in  this  great  Western 
country;  ,n  the  days  when  Indian  "  Sun "  dances,  and 
other  barbarous  functions  were  held.  In  the  days  of  the 
Red  R.ver  J,g,  wher,  a  good  fiddler  of  the  same  was  held  to 
b.  a  man  of  importance ;  when  the  method  of  tuning  the 
fiddle  to  the  necessary  pitch  for  the  playing  of  that  curious 
dance  was  a  secret  known  only  to  a  privileged  f^^:  Some 
might  call  them  the  "good"  old  days.  "Bad"  is  the 
adjective  which  best  describes  that  period. 

When  Horrocks  and  his  men  set  out  fo  the  Breed 
camp  they  had  discarded  their  police  clothes  and  were 
clad  m  the  uncouth  garb  of  the  half-breeds.  They  had 
eren  gone  to  the  length  of  staining  their  faces  to  the 

197 


wm^  '.-flair'Wf-ir^. 


S    :    i, 


'I' 

si 
! 


198     THE  STORY  OF  THE  FOSS  RIVER  RANCH 

coppery  hue  of  the  Indians.  They  were  a  ragged  party, 
these  hardy  riders  of  the  plains,  as  they  embarked  on 
their  meditated  capture  of  the  desperate  raider.  All  of  the 
five  were  "tou^li"  men,  who  regarded  their  own  lives 
lightly  enough — men  who  had  seen  many  stirring  times, 
and  whose  hairbreadth  escapes  from  "tight"  corners 
would  have  formed  a  lengthy  narrative  in  themselves. 
They  were  going  to  they  knew  not  what  now,  but  they  did 
not  shrink  from  the  undertaking.  Their  leader  was  a  man 
whose  daring  often  outweighed  his  caution,  but,  as  they 
well  knew,  he  was  endowed  with  a  reckless  man's  luck, 
and  they  would  sooner  follow  such  as  he — for  they  wtre 
sure  of  a  busy  time — than  work  with  one  of  his  more 
prudent  colleagues. 

At  the  half-breed  camp  was  considerable  bustle  and 
excitement.  The  activity  of  the  Breed  is  not  proverbial; 
they  are  at  best  a  lazy  lot,  but  now  men  and  women 
came  and  went  bristling  with  energy  to  their  finger  tips. 
Preparations  were  nearing  completion.  The  chief  item 
of  importance  was  the  whisky  supply,  and  this  the 
treasurer,  Baptiste,  had  made  his  personal  care.  A  barrel 
of  the  vilest  "  rot-gut "  that  was  ever  smuggled  into  pro- 
hibition territory  had  been  procured  and  carefully 
secreted.  This  formed  the  chief  refreshment,  and,  doubt- 
less, the  "  bluestone  "  with  which  its  fiery  contents  were 
strengthened,  would  work  the  passionate  natures,  on 
which  it  was  to  play,  up  to  the  proper  crime-committing 
pitch. 

The  orgie  was  to  be  held  in  a  barn  of  considerable 
dimensions.  It  was  a  ramshackle  affair,  reeking  of  old 
age  and  horses.  The  roof  was  decidedly  porous  in 
places,  being  so  lame  and  disjointed  that  the  starry 
resplendence  of  the  summer  sky  was  plainly  visible  from 
beneath  it. 

This,  however,  was  a  trifling  a.atter,  and  of  much  less 
consequence  than  the  question  of  space.     What  few  horse 
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stalls  had  once  occupied  the  building  had  been  removed, 
and  the  mangers  alone  remained,  with  the  odour  of  horse, 
to  remind  the  guests  of  the  original  purpose  of  their 
ballroom.  A  careful  manipulation  of  dingy  Turkey  red, 
and  material  which  had  once  been  white,  struggled  vainly 
to  hide  these  mangers  from  view,  while  coarse,  rough 
boards  which  had  at  one  time  floored  some  of  the 
stalls,  served  to  cover  in  the  tops  and  convert  them 
into  seats.  The  result  was  a  triumph  of  characteristic 
ingenuity.  The  barn  was  converted  into  a  place  of  the 
necessary  requirements,  but  rendered  hideous  in  the 
process. 

Next  came  the  disguising  of  the  rafters  and  "collar- 
ties"  of  the   Ijuilding.     This   was   a   process  which  lent 
Itself   to    the    curiously    warped     artistic    sense    of   the 
benighted  people.      Print  —  I    mean   cotton    rags  —  was 
the  chief  idea   of   decoration.     They   understood   thes- 
stuffs.     They  were  cheap— or,  at  least,  as  cheap  as  any- 
thing sold  at  Lablache's  store.     Besides,  print  decorated 
the  persons  of  the  buxom  Breed  women,  therefore  what 
more  appropriate  than   such    stuff  to  cover  the  naked- 
ness  of  the  building.     Festoons  of  print,  flags  of  print 
rosettes    of    print:    these    did     duty    for    the    occasion! 
The  starmg  patterns  gleamed   on   every   beam,  or  hung 
m    bald    draping    almost     down    to    the    height    of    an 
ordinary  man's   head.     The  effect   was   strangely  remini- 
scent of  a  second-hand  clothes  shop,  and  helped  to  foster 
the  nauseating  scent  of  the  place. 

A  row  of  reeking  oil  lamps,  swinging  in  crazy  wire 
swmgs,  were  suspended  down  the  centre  from  the 
mouldering  beams,  and  in  the  diamond  window  spaces 
were  set  a  number  of  black  bottles,  the  neck  of  each 
bemg  stuffed  with  a  tallow  candle. 

One  corner  of  the  room  was  set  apart  for  the  fiddler 
and  here  a  dais  of  rough  boarding,  also  draped  in  print 
stuff,    was    erected    to    meet    the    requirements   of  that 
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honoured  personage.  Such  was  the  uncouth  place  where 
the  Breeds  proposed  to  hold  their  orgie.  And  of  its 
class  it  was  an  excellent  example. 

At  ten  o'clock  the  barn  was  lit  up,  and  strangely 
bizarre  was  the  result.  The  draught  through  the  broken 
windows  set  the  candles  a-guttering,  until  rivers  of  yellow 
fat  decorated  the  black  bottles  in  which  they  were  set. 
The  stench  from  these,  and  from  the  badly  -  trimmed 
coal  oil  lamps  down  the  centre,  blended  disgustingly 
with  the  native  odour  of  the  place,  until  the  atmosphere 
became  heavy,  pungent,  revolting  in  the  nostrils,  and 
breathing  became  a  labour  after  the  sweet  fresh  air  of 
the  prairie  outside. 

Socti  after  this  the  dancers  began  to  arrive.  The 
came  in  their  strange  deckings  of  glaring  colours,  and 
many  and  varied  were  the  types  which  soon  filled  the 
room.  There  were  old  men  and  there  were  young 
men.  There  were  girls  in  their  early  teens,  and  tooth- 
less hags,  decrepit  and  faltering.  Faces  which,  in  wild 
loveliness,  might  have  vied  with  the  white  beauty  of  the 
daughters  of  the  East.  Faces  seared  and  crumpled 
\\ith  weight  of  years  and  nights  of  debauchery.  Men 
were  there  of  superb  physique,  whilst  others  crouched 
huddled,  with  shuffling  gait  towards  the  manger  seats, 
to  seek  rest  for  their  rotting  bones,  and  ease  for  their 
cramping  muscles. 

Many  of  the  faces  were  marred  by  disease;  small-pox 
was  a  prevalent  scourge  amongst  these  people.  The 
effect  of  the  pure  air  of  the  prairie  was  lost  upon  the 
j^erm-laden  atmosphere  which  surrounded  these  dreadful 
<  amps.  Crime,  too,  was  stamped  on  many  of  the  faces 
of  those  gathering  in  the  reeking  ballroom.  The  small 
bullet  1,  ^ad  with  low,  receding  forehead ;  the  square  set 
jaws  and  sagging  lips;  the  shifty,  twinkling  little  eyes, 
naiTOw-set  and  of  jetty  hue;  such  faces  were  plentiful; 
Nor  were  these  features  confined  to  the  male  sex  alone. 
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look  u  on''^'  *   """^'^^   gathering,   and   not  pleasant  to 

All,  as  they  came,  were  merry  with  anticipation;  even 

the  hags  and  the  rheumatism-ridden  male  fossils  croaked 

w?.h  r.  T^"  ^"^  "°^""  pleasantries  to  each  other 
with  gleeful  unctuousness,  inspired  by  thoughts  of  the 
generous  contents  of  the  secreted  barrel.  Their  watery 
eyes  watered  the  more,  as,  on  entering  the  room,  they 
glanced  round  seeking  to  discover  the  fiery  store  of 
liquor  which  they  hoped  to  help  to  dispose  of.  It  was 
a  loathsome  sight  to  behold  these  miserable  wretches 
gathenng   together   with    no    thought    in   their   beast-like 

tJnTn  J  °I  '^;  "'"P'^"  ^°°^  ^"^  d""!^  *hich  they  in- 
tended shoMla  fall  to  their  share.  Crabbed  old  age 
seeking  rejuvenation  in  gut-burning  spirit 

The  room   quickly  filled,  and  the  chattering  of  many 
and  strange  tongues  lent  an  apish  tone  to  the  function 
The   French    half-breed    predominated,    and   these   spoke 
their  bastard  hngo  wit      hat  rapidity  and  bristling  eleva- 
tion  of  tone   which    characterises    their   Gallic   relatives 

down  Tnd'^J'""''  '"''  ""■'  ^^>''"S  '"  '''^  h'«  "-'ghbou; 

Baptiste.  with  a  perfect  understanding  of  the  people 
^rved  out  the  spirit  in  pannikins  with  a  lavish  hand 
It  was  as  well  to  inspire  these  folk  with  the  potent 
liquor  from  the  start,  that  their  energies  might  be  fully 
aroused  for  the  dance.  &        «=  '""y 

When  all,  men  and  women  alike,  had  partal  n  of  an 

tr'uTrT"      T'''  ''''   '''   ^'^"^''    -^  ^he  fiddler 
struck  up  his   plamt.ve  wail.     The   reedy   strings   of  his 

instrument   shrieked   out   the  long-drawn   measure   of  a 
miserable  waltz,  the  company  paired  off,  and  the  dance 

Whatever  else  may  be  the  failings  of  the  Breeds  they 
can  dance.     Dancing  is  as  much  a  n.rt  of  their  nature  as 
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is  the  turning  of  a  dog  twice  before  he  lies  down,  a  feature 
of  the  canine  race.  Those  who  were  physically  incnpahk' 
of  dancing  lined  the  walls  and  adorned  the  manger  seats. 
For  the  rest,  they  occupied  the  sanded  floor,  and  danced 
until  the  dust  clouded  the  air  and  added  to  the  choking 
foulness  of  the  atmosphere. 

The  shrieking  fiddle  lured  this  savage  people,  and  its 
dreadful  tone  was  music  of  the  sweetest  to  their  listening 
ears.  This  was  a  people  who  would  dance.  They  would 
dance  so  long  as  they  could  stand. 

More  drink  followed  the  first  dance.  Baptiste  had  not 
yet  recognised  the  pitch  of  enthusiasm  which  niust  promise 
a  successful  evening.  The  quantities  of  liquor  thus 
devoured  were  appalling.  The  zest  increased.  The  faces 
wearing  an  habitual  frown  displayed  a  budding  smile.  The 
natural  smiler  grinned  broadly.  All  w.w  ned  to  the 
evening's  amusement. 

Now  came  the  festive  barn  dance.  The  moccasined 
feet  pounded  the  filthy  floor,  and  the  dust  gathered  thick 
round  the  gums  of  the  hard-br  ;::athing  dancers,  The  noise 
of  coarse  laughter  and  ribald  shoutings  increased.  All 
were  pleased  with  themselves,  but  more  pleased  still  with 
the  fiery  liquid  served  out  by  Baptiste.  The  scene  grew 
more  wild  as  time  crept  on,  and  the  eflFect  of  the  liquor 
made  itself  apparent.  The  fiddler  laboured  cruelly  at  his 
wretched  instrument.  His  task  was  no  light  one,  but  he 
spared  himself  no  pains.  His  measure  must  be  even,  his 
tone  almost  unending  to  satisfy  his  countrymen.  He 
understood  them,  as  did  Baptiste.  To  fail  in  his  work 
would  meaii  angry  protests  from  those  he  served,  and 
angry  protests  amongst  the  Breeds  generally  took  the  form 
of  a  shower  of  leaden  bullets.  So  he  scraped  away  with 
aching  limbs,  and  with  heavy  foot  pounding  out  the  time 
upon  the  crazy  dais.  He  must  play  until  long  after  day- 
light, until  his  fingers  cramped,  and  his  old  eyes  would' 
remain  open  no  longer. 
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Peter    Relief  had    not    as   vet    nut   in    o 
Horrocks  wi.  nt  i,i  ■      ^       '"   *"   appearance. 

f^ush    which    surrounded    the    stable.       Horrocks    S 

::;x:r:s  out  fsr  ^rrr  ^"-  ^•"' 
orJ:si^Sf„Te-:e= 

unie  passed.      Again  and  again  the  fiuJle  ceased  .>« 

po.e„.  ,.,„or  took  Scrij'i^^r  v^;  r:.r,uh 

more  and  more  reckless  abandon  as  each  , ]!..*, 

restless  and  impatient.  Horrocks  grew 

Once  the  fiddle  ceased,  and  the  officer  watchina  «,»  n 
eyes  turn  to  the  principal  entrance  to  the  bam      fl   T 

eapfnanucipationas  he  ga.d  in  the^J;^c;ion"'?u::C 
t|Hs_^sudden   cessation  could  only  herald   the  coming  tf 

For  the  moment  he  could  not  see  who  entered  •  a  c mwd 

saw  the  slim  figuie  of  a  girl  ^^wTt  .^^1^  th: 
reekmg  de.     She  was  Cad  in  buckskin  shirt  aTd  dunga 
skirt.     At  the  sight  he  muttered  a  curse     Th*^  n.» 
was  Jacky  Allandale.  ^  newcomer 

He  watched  her  closely  as  she  moved  amongst  her  un- 
couth   surroundings.      Her    beautif.,!    r.^  j 
figure  was  like  Jan  o""  of     a   '^  fl    a  i^"    h""''"! 
>ra..in^  Vicious  bra.b,es.  and  he  Trl'^lfeTauVfat  ntr,:; 
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with  which  she  came  among  these  people.  Moreover  he 
became  beset  with  misgivings  as  he  remembered  the  old 
stories  which  linked  this  girl's  name  with  that  of  Relief. 
He  struggled  to  fathom  the  meaning  of  what  he  saw,  but 
the  real  significance  of  her  coming  escaped  him. 

The  Breeds  once  more  returned  to  their  dancing,  and 
all  went  on  as  before.  Horrocks  followed  Jacky's  move- 
ments with  his  eyes.  He  saw  her  standing  beside  a  tooth- 
less old  woman,  who  wagged  her  cunning,  aged  head  as 
she  talked  in  answer  to  the  girl's  questions.  Jacky  seemed 
to  be  looking  and  inquiring  for  someone,  and  the  officer 
wondered  if  the  object  of  her  solicitude  was  Retief.  He 
would  have  been  surprised  had  he  known  that  she  was 
inquiring  and  looking  for  himself.  Presently  she  seated 
herself  and  appeared  to  be  absorbed  in  the  dance. 

The  drink  was  flowing  freely  now,  and  a  constant  demand 
was  being  made  upon  Baptiste.  Whilst  the  fiery  spirit 
scorched  down  the  hardened  throats,  strange,  weird  groans 
came  from  the  fiddler's  woeful  instrument.  The  old  man 
was  tuning  it  down  for  the  plaintive  reouirements  of  the 
Red  River  Jig. 

The  dance  of  the  evening  was  about  to  begin.  Men  and 
women  primed  themselves  for  the  effort.  Each  was  eager 
to  outdo  his  or  her  neighbour  in  variety  of  steps  and  power 
of  endurance.  All  were  prepared  to  do  or  die.  The  mad 
jig  was  a  national  contest,  and  the  one  who  lasted  the 
longest  would  be  held  the  champion  dancer  of  the  district 
— a  coveted  distinction  amongst  this  strange  people. 

At  last  the  music  began  again,  and  now  the  familiar 
"  Ragtime  "  beat  fascinatingly  upon  the  air.  Those  who 
lined  the  walls  took  up  the  measure,  and,  with  foot  and 
clapping  hands,  marked  the  time  for  the  dancers.  Those 
who  competed  leapt  to  the  fray,  and  soon  the  reeking 
room  became  stifling  with  dust. 

The  fiddler's  time,  slow  at  the  commencement,  soon 
grew  fastci,  and  the  dancers  shook  their  limbs  in  delighted 
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anticipation.  Faster  and  faster  they  shuffled  and  jigged, 
now  opposite  to  partners,  now  round  each  other,  now 
passing  from  one  partner  to  another,  now  alone,  for  the 
admiration  of  the  onlookers.  Nor  was  there  pause  or 
hesitation.  An  instant's  pause  meant  dropping  out  of  that 
mad  and  old  time  "  hoe-down,"  and  each  coveted  the  dis- 
tinction of  champion.  Faster  and  more  wildly  they  footed  it, 
and  soon  the  speed  caused  some  of  the  less  agile  to  drop  out! 
It  was  a  giddy  sight  to  watch,  and  the  strange  clapping  of 
the  spectators  was  not  the  least  curious  feature  of  the  scene. 
The  crowd  of  dancers  grew  thinner  as  the  fiddler,  with  a 
marvellous  display  of  latent  energy,  kept  ever-increasing  his 
speed. 

In  spite  of  himself  Horrocks  became  fascinated.  There 
was  something  so  barbarous  —  heathenish  —  in  what  he 
beheld.  The  minutes  flew  by,  and  the  dance  was  rapidly 
nearing  itu  height.  More  couples  fell  out,  dead  beat  and 
gasping,  but  still  there  remained  a  number  who  would  fight 
it  out  to  the  bitter  end.  The  streaming  faces  and  gaping  lips 
of  those  yet  remaining  told  of  the  dreadful  strain.  Another 
couple  dropped  out,  the  woman  actually  falling  with  ex- 
haustion. She  was  dragged  aside  and  left  unnoticed  in  the 
wild  excitement.  Now  were  only  three  pairs  left  in  the 
centre  of  the  floor. 

The  police-officer  found  Himself  speculating  as  to  which 
would  be  the  winner  of  the  contest. 

"  That  brown-faced  wench,  with  the  flaming  red  dress,  '11 
do  'em  all,"  he  said  to  himself.  The  woman  he  was  watch- 
ing had  a  young  Breed  of  great  agility  for  her  vis-a-vis. 
"She  or  her  partner  '11  do  it,"  he  went  on,  almost  audibly. 
"  Good,"  he  was  becoming  enthusiastic,  "  there's  another 
couple  done,"  as  two  more  suddenly  departed,  and  flung 
themselves  on  the  ground  exhausted.  "Yes,  they'll  do 
it— crums,  but  there  goes  '.er  partner!  Keep  it  up 
girl— keep  it  up.    The  others  won't  be  long.    Stay  with—" 
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He  broke  off  in  alarm  as  he  felt  his  arm  suddenly 
clutched  from  behind.  Simultaneously  he  felt  heavy 
breathing  blowing  upon  his  cheek.  Quick  as  a  flash  his 
revolver  was  whipped  out  and  he  swung  round. 

"  Easy,  sergeant,"  said  the  voice  of  one  of  his  troopers. 
"  For  Gawd's  sake  don't  shoot.  Say,  Relief's  down  at  the 
settlement.  A  messenger's  jest  come  up  to  say  he's 
'hustled'  all  our  horses  from  Lablache's  stable,  and  the 
old  man  himselfs  in  trouble.  Come  over  to  that  bluff 
yonder,  the  messenger's  there.  He's  one  of  Lablache's 
rlerks." 

The  police-officer  was  dumbfounded,  and  permitted 
himself  to  be  conducted  to  the  bluff  without  a  word.  He 
» as  wondering  if  he  were  dreaming,  so  sudden  and  unex- 
pected was  the  announcement  of  the  disaster. 

When  he  halted  at  the  bluff,  the  clerk  was  still  dis- 
cussing the  affair  with  one  of  the  troopers.  As  yet  the 
other  two  were  in  their  places  of  concealment,  and  were  in 
ignorance  of  what  had  happened. 

•'  It's  dead  right,"  the  clerk  said,  in  answer  to  Horrocks's 
sharply-put  inquiry.     "  I'd  been  in  bed  sometime  when  I 
was  awakened  by  a  terrible  racket  going  on  in  the  office 
It's  just  under  the  room  I  sleep  in.     Well,  I  hopped  out  of 
bed  and  slipped  on  some  clothes,  and  went  downstairs, 
thmking  the  governor  had  been  taken  with  a  fit  or  some^ 
thing.     When  I  got  down  the  office  was  in  (iarkness,  and 
quiet  as  death.     I  went  cautiously  to  work,  for  I  was  a  bit 
scared.     Striking  a  light  I  made  my  way  in,  expecting  to 
find  the  governor  laid  out,  but,  instead,  I  found  the  furni- 
ture all  chucked  about  and  the  room  empty.     It  wasn't  two 
shakes  before  I  lit  upon  this  sheet  of  paper.     It  was  lying 
on  the  desk.      The  governor's   writing  is  unmistakable. 
You  can  see  for  yourself;  here  it  is — " 

Horrocks  took  the  sheet,  and,  by  tl.e  light  of  a  match 
read  the  scrawl  upon  it.  The  writing  had  evidently  been 
done  in  haste,  but  its  meaning  was  clear. 
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••  Retief  is  here,"  it  ran.     "  I  am  a  prisoner.     Follow  up 
*'*^  ^»  ^P^*^^-  Lahlachk." 

After  reading,  Horrocks  turned  to  the  clerk,  who  immedi- 
ately went  on  with  his  story. 

"Well,  I  just  bolted  out  to  the  stables  intending  to  take 

a  horse  and  go  over  to  '  Poker  '  John's.     Hut  when  I  Lit 

there  I  found  the  doors  open,  an'  every  blessed  horse  gone. 

Yes,  your  horses   as  well-and  the  governor's  backboard 

too.     I  jest  had  a  look  round,  saw  that  the  team  tiarness 

had  gone  with  the  rest,  then   I  ran  as  hard  as  I  could  pelt 

to  the  Foss  River  Ranch,     i  found  old  John  up,  but  he'd 

been  drinking,  so,  after  a  bit  of  talk,  I  learned  from  him 

where  you  were  and  came  right  alon.^^.     That's  all,  sergeant. 

and   bad   enough   it  is  too.     I'm  afraid  they'll  string  the 

governor  up.     He  ain't  too  popular,  you  know." 

The  clerk  finished  up  his  breathless  narrative  in  away 
that  left  no  doubt  in  the  mind  of  his  hearers  as  to  his 
sincerity.     He  was  trembling  with  nervous  excitement  still 
And  even  in  the  starlight  the  look  upon  his  face  spoke  of 
real  concern  for  his  master. 

For  some  seconds  the  officer  did  not  reply.     He  was 
thinking  rapidly.      To   say  that   he  was  chagrined  would 
hardly  convey  his  feelings.     He  had  been  done-outwitted 
-and  he  knew  it.     Done-like  the  veriest  tenderfoot.     He 
an  officer  of  wide  experience  and  of  considerable  reputation' 
And  worst  of  all  he  remembered  Lablache's  warning.     He' 
the  money-lender,  had  been  more  far-seeing-had  under- 
stood something   of  the   trap  which    he,    Horrocks,   had 
plunged  headlong  into.     The  thought  was  as  wormwood  to 
the  prairie  man,  and  helped  to  cloud  his  judgment  as  he 
now  sought  for  the  best  course  to  adopt.     He  saw  now 
with  bitter,  mental  self-reviling,  how  the  story  that  Gautier 
had  told  him-and  for  which  he  had  paid~and  which  had 
been  corroborated  by  the  conv.r.ation  he  had  heard  in  the 
camp,  had  been  carefully  prepared  by  the  wily  Retief:  and 
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how  he,  like  a  hungry,  simple  fish,  had  deliberately  risen 
and  devoured  the  bait.  He  was  maddened  by  the  thought, 
too,  that  the  moneylender  had  been  right  and  he  wrong, 
and  took  but  slight  solace  from  the  fact  that  the  chief 
disaster  had  overtaken  that  great  man. 

However,  it  was  plain  that  something  must  be  done  at 
once  to  assist  Lablache,  and  he  cast  about  in  his  mind  for 
the  best  means  to  secure  the  money-lender's  release.  In  his 
dilemma  a  recollection  came  to  him  of  the  presence  of 
Jacky  Allandale  in  the  barn,  and  a  feeling  nearly  akin  to 
revenge  came  to  him.  He  felt  that  in  some  way  this  girl 
was  connected  with,  and  knew  of,  the  doings  of  Retief. 

With  a  hurried  order  to  remain  where  they  were  to  his 
men  he  returned  to  his  station  at  the  window  of  the  barn. 
He  looked  in,  searchmg  for  the  familiar  figure  of  the  girl. 
Dancing  had  ceased,  and  the  howling  Hreeds  wore  drinking 
heavily.  Jacky  was  no  longer  to  be  seen,  and,  with  bitter 
disappointment,  he  turned  again  to  rejoin  his  companions. 
There  was  nothing  left  to  do  but  to  hasten  to  the  settle- 
ment and  procure  fresh  horses. 

He  had  hardly  turned  from  the  window  when  several 
shots  rang  out  on  the  night  air.  They  came  from  the 
direi  tion  in  which  he  was  moving.  Instantly  he  compre- 
hended that  an  attack  was  being  made  upon  his  troopers. 
He  drew  his  pistol  and  dashed  forward  at  a  run.  Three 
paces  sufficed  to  terminate  his  race.  Silence  had  followed 
the  firing  of  the  shots  he  had  heard.  Suddenly  his  quick 
ears  detected  the  hiss  of  a  lariat  whistling  through  the  air. 
He  spread  out  his  arms  to  ward  it  off.  He  felt  something 
fall  upon  them.  He  tried  to  throw  it  off,  and,  the  next 
instant  the  rope  jerked  tight  round  his  throat,  and  he 
was  hurled,  choking,  backwards  upon  the  ground. 
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CHAPTER   XIX 

LABI.ACHE's    MIl.NKJHT    VISITOR 

Labiache  was  alon.-  in  his  office.  He  was  more  alone  than 
he  had  ever  been  m  his  life;  or.  at  least,  he  felt  more 
alone-wh.ch  amounted  to  much  the  same  thing.  Possibly 
had  he  been  questioned  on  the  subject,  he  would  hav^ 
pooh-poohed  the  idea.  but.  nevertheless,  in  his  secret  heart 
he  felt  that  m  sp.te  of  his  vast  wealth,  he  was  a  lonely 

R  ver ,  and  in  Calford.  another  centre  of  his  L-reat  weahh 
things  were  no  better.  His  methods  of  business,  wh; 
they  brought  h.m  many  familiar  acquaintances-a  large  circle 
of  people  who  were  willin,  to  trade,  repelled  all  approach 
^  fnendship  Besides,  his  personality  was  again't  him. 
H.s  flinty  disposition  and  unscrupulous  love  of  power  were 
all  detrimental  to  human  affection. 

As  a  rule,  metaphorically  speaking,  he  snapped  his  fingers 
at  these  things.     Moreover  he  was  glad  that  such  was  the 

^r.'h'  ^%'°/k  '''"  T'  ^'''^y  •"'^"•S^  his  passion  for 
grab.  Hated,  he  could  work  out  his  peculiar  schemes 
without  qualms  of  conscience;  loved,  it  would  have  been 
otherwise.     Yes,  Lahlache  preferred  this  social  ostracism. 

But  the  great  money-lender  had  his  moments  of  weak- 
ness-monients  when  he  rebelled  against  his  solitary  lot 

bv'  hir  K    ?"  ''"^'f  '^°"''""  ^'"^  ^^^"  brought  aboui 
by   h.mself-fostered   by  hmiself,   and   he   knew  he   pre- 
ferred that  It  should  be  so.     But.  nevertheless  .t  time    h 
felt  very  lonely,  and  m  these  moments  of  weakness  he 
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wondered  if  he  obtained  full  consolation  in  his  great  wealth 
for  his  marooned  position,  (iencrally  the  result  of  these 
reflections  brought  him  satisfaction.  How?  is  a  question. 
Possibly  he  forced  himself,  by  that  headstrong  power 
with  which  he  bent  others  who  came  into  contact  with 
him  to  his  will,  to  such  a  conclusion.  Lablache  was 
certainly  a  triumph  of  relentless  purpose  over  flesh  and 
feelings. 

Lablache  was  nearly  fifty,  ?  .  had  lived  alone  since  he 
was  in  his  teens.  Now  he  pined,  as  all  who  live  a  solitary 
life  must  some  day  pine,  for  a  companion  to  share  his 
loneliness.  He  craved  not  for  the  society  of  his  own  sex. 
With  the  instinct  in  us  all  he  wanted  a  mate  to  share  with 
him  his  golden  nest.  Hut  this  mass  of  iron  nerve  and 
obesity  was  not  as  other  men.  He  did  not  weakly  crave, 
and  then,  with  his  wealth,  set  out  to  secure  a  wife  who 
could  raise  him  in  the  social  scale,  or  add  to  the  bags  which 
he  had  watched  grow  in  bulk  from  nattcii.  d  folds  of  .sa(  king 
to  the  distended  proportions  of  miniature  balloons.  No, 
he  desired  a  girl,  the  only  relation  of  a  man  whom  he  had 
hel|>ed  to  ruin— a  girl  who  could  bring  him  no  social 
distinction,  and  who  could  not  add  one  penny  piece  to  his 
already  enormous  wealth.  iNi.  cover,  stritngely  enough,  he 
had  conceived  for  her  a  passion  which  was  absolutely  un- 
holy in  its  intensity.  It  is  needless,  then,  to  add,  when 
speaking  of  such  a  man,  that,  willing  or  not,  he  intended 
that  Jacky  Allandale  should  be  his. 

Thoughts  of  this  wild,  quarter-breed  girl  filled  his  brain 
as  he  sat  solitary  in  his  little  oflSce  on  the  night  of  the 
pusky.  He  sat  in  his  favourite  chair,  in  his  favourite 
position.  He  was  lounging  back  with  his  slippered  feet 
resting  on  the  burnished  steel  foot-rests  of  the  stove.  There 
was  no  fire  in  the  stove,  of  course,  but  hnm  force  of  habit 
he  gazed  thoughtfully  at  the  mica  sides  which  surrounded 
the  lirJ)ox.  Probably  in  this  position  he  had  thought  out 
some  of  his  most  dastardly  financial  schemes  and  therefore 
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most  luitable  it  seemed  now  a»  he  calculated  his  chances  of 
capturing  the  wild  prairi.-  girl  fur  his  male. 

He  had  Kiven  upall  thoughts  of  ever  obtaininK  ht-r  willing 
consent,  and.  although  his  vanity  had  been  hurt  by  her 
rejection  of  his  advan,  cs.  st.II  he  was  not  the  man  to  be 

wh.ch  to  achieve  h.s  end,  and,  to  his  schcnie-loving  niture 
he  process  was  anything  but  distasteful.     He  had  always' 
from    the  first    momrnt   he   had   decided  to  make  Jackv 
Allandale  h.s  wife,  been  prepared  for  such  a  contingency 
as   her  refusal,  and  had  never  missed  an  opportunity  o^ 
ensnaring  her  uncle  in  his  financial  toils.     He  had  under- 
stood the  old  man's  weakness,  and,  with  satanic  cunning, 
had   set   himself  to  the  task  of  wholesale   robbery,  with 
crushing  results  to  his   victim.     This   had  given  him  the 
necessary  power  to  further  prosecute  his  suit.     As  yet  he 
hrd  not  displayed  his  hand.      He  felt  that  the  time  was 
barely  ripe      Before  putting  the  screw  on  the  Allandales  it 
had  been  his  object  to  rid  the  place,  and  his  path,  of  his 
only  stumbling  block.     In  this  he  had  not  quite  succeeded 
as  we  have  seen.     He  quite   understood  that   the  Hon 
Bunning-Ford   must   be  removed  from   Foss   River  first" 
Whilst  he  was  on  hand  Jacky  would  be  difficult  to  coerce 
Instinctively  ne  knew  that  "Lord"  Bill  was  her  lover,  and' 
with  him  at  hand  to  advise  her.  Jacky  would  hold  out  to 
the  last.     However,  he  believed  that  in  the  end  he  must 
conquer.     Bunning-Ford's  resources  were  very  limited  he 
knew,  and  soon  his  hated  rival  must  leave  the  settlement 
and  seek  pastures  new.     Lablache  was  but  a  clever  schem- 
ing mortal.     He  did  not  credit  others  with  brains  of  equal 
calibre,  much  less  cleverer  and  more  resourceful  than  his 
own      It  had  been  better  for  him  had  his  own  success  in 
life  been  less  assured,  for  then  he  would  have  been  more 
doubtful  of  his   own   ability  to  do  as  he  wished,  and  he 
would  have  given  his   adversaries  credit  for  a  cleverness 
wtuch  he  now  considered  as  on!-   h  s. 
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After  some  time  spent  in  surveying  and  considering  his 
plans  his  thoughts  reverted  to  other  matters.  This  was  the 
night  of  the  half-breed  pusky.  His  great  face  contorted 
into  a  sarcastic  smile  as  he  thought  of  Sergeant  Horrocks. 
He  remembered  with  vivid  acuteness  every  incident  of  his 
interview  with  the  officer  two  nights  ago.  He  bore  the  man 
no  malice  now  for  the  contradiction  of  himself,  for  the 
reason  that  he  was  sure  his  own  beliefs  on  the  subject  of 
Retief  would  be  amply  realised.  His  lashless  eyes  quivered 
as  his  thoughts  invoked  an  inward  mirth.  No  one  realised 
more  fully  than  did  this  man  the  duplicity  and  cunning  of 
the  Breed.  He  anticipated  a  great  triumph  over  Horrocks 
the  next  time  he  saw  him. 

As  the  time  passed  on  he  became  more  himself.  His 
loneliness  did  not  strike  him  so  keenly.  He  felt  that  after 
all  there  was  great  satisfaction  to  be  drawn  from  a  watcher's 
observance  of  men.  Isolated  as  he  was  he  was  enabled  to 
look  on  men  and  things  more  critically  than  he  otherwise 
would  be. 

He  'eached  over  to  his  tobacco  jar,  which  stood  upon 
his  desk,  and  leisurely  proceeded  to  fill  his  pipe.  It  was 
rarely  he  indulged  himself  in  an  idle  evening,  but  to-night 
he  somehow  felt  that  idleness  would  be  good.  He  was 
beginning  to  feel  the  weight  of  his  years. 

He  lit  his  heavy  briar  and  proceeded  to  envelop  himself 
in  a  cloud  of  smoke.  He  gasped  out  a  great  sigh  of 
satisfaction,  and  his  leathery  eyelids  half  closed.  Presently 
a  gentle  tap  came  at  the  glass  door,  which  partitioned  off 
the  office  from  the  store.  Lablache  called  out  a  guttural 
"Come  in,"  at  the  same  time  glancing  at  the  loud  ticking 
"alarm  "  on  the  desk.     He  knew  who  his  visitor  was. 

One  of  the  clerks  opened  the  door. 

"  It  is  past  ten,  sir,  shall  I  close  up  ?  "  he  asked. 

"  Yes,  close  up.    Whose  evening  off  is  it  ?  " 

"  Rodgers,  sir.  He  is  still  out.  He'll  be  in  before  raid- 
night,  sir." 
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"Ah,  down  at  the  saloon,  I  expect,"  said  Lablache,  drily. 
"  Well,  bolt  the  front  door.  Just  leave  it  on  the  spring 
latch.  I  shall  be  up  until  he  comes  in.  What  are  you 
two  boys  going  to  do  ?  " 

"  Going  to  bed,  sir." 

"All  right;  good-night." 

"Good-night,  sir." 

The  door  closed  quietly  after  the  clerk,  and  Lablache 
heard  his  two  assistants  close  up  the  store  and  then  go  up- 
stairs to  their  rooms.  The  money-lender  was  served  well. 
His  employees  in  the  store  had  been  with  him  for  years. 
They  were  worked  very  hard  and  their  pay  was  not  great, 
but  their  money  was  sure,  and  their  employment  was  all 
the  year  round.  So  many  billets  upon  the  prairie  depended 
upon  the  seasons— opulence  one  month  and  idleness  the 
next.  On  the  ranches  it  was  often  worse.  There  is  but 
little  labour  needed  in  the  winter.  And  those  who  have 
the  good  fortune  to  be  employed  all  the  year  round 
generally  experience  a  reduction  m  wages  at  the  end  of  the 
fall  round-up,  and  find  themselves  doing  the  "chores" 
when  winter  comes  on. 

After  the  departure  of  the  clerk  Lablache  re-settled  him- 
self and  went  on  smoking  placidly.  The  minutes  ticked 
slowly  away.  An  occasional  groan  from  the  long-suffering 
basket  chair,  and  the  wreathing  clouds  of  smoke  were  the 
only  appreciable  indication  of  life  in  that  little  room.  By- 
and-by  the  great  man  reached  a  memorandum  tablet  from 
his  desk  and  dotted  down  a  few  hurried  figures.  Then  he 
breathed  a  great  sigh,  and  his  face  wore  a  look  of  satis- 
faction. There  could  be  no  doubt  as  to  the  tenor  of  his 
thoughts.     Money,  money.     It  was  as  life  to  him. 

The  distant  rattle  of  the  spring  lock  of  the  store  front 
door  being  snapped-to  disturbed  the  quiet  of  the  oflSce. 
lablache  heard  the  sound.  Then  followed  the  bolting  of 
the  door.  The  money-lender  turned  again  to  his  figures. 
It  was  the  return  of  Rodgers,  he  thought,  which  had  dis- 
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!  ^  Uh.le  ngunng  he  unconsciously  listened  for  the 
sound  of  the  clerk's  footsteps  on  the  stairs  as  he  made  his 
way  up  to  h^  room.     The  sound  did  not  come.     The  room 

oTtfll  "f  ^°''"°  ^"°'^'  ^"^  ^^''^  Lablache  belched 
out  fresh  clouds  to  augment  the  reek  of  the  .-^tmosphere. 

ttt"nd^.:  mot:^  '°°^  °^^-^-     '^'^  --y-lenderLard 

aJh^^'  t^V'  "'  ^^^^^''^"  he  said,  in  a  displeased  tone. 
As  he  spoke  he  peered  through  the  smoke 

"What  d'youwant?"  he  exclaimed  angrily.  Then  he 
rubbed  h.s  eyes  and  craned  forward  only  to  fall  back  again 
w.th  a  muttered  curse.  He  had  stared 'into  the  muzzle Tf 
a  heavy  six-shooter. 

oa^onTl  ^l"  k'"*^  "'  '^°"^^  *°  *^^°^  h'^  memorandum 
pad  on  the  desk   but  mstantly  a  stern  voice  ordered  him  to 

desist  and  the  threatening  revolver  came  closer 

"Jest  stay  right  thar,  pard."     The  words  were  spoken  in 

an  exaggerated  Western  drawl.     «'  My  barker's  mighty  light 

m  the  trigger      I  guess  it  don't  take  a  hundredweight  to 

yrvitals."  '  '^°"''  '°"°"  '°  '""''^^"^  "P  ^^^^  ^^^''^"h 
Lablache  remained  still.  He  saw  Ufore  him  the  tall 
thin  figure  of  a  half-breed.  He  had  black  lank  hair  which 
hung  loosely  down  almost  on  to  his  shoulders.  His  face 
was  the  colour  of  mud,  and  he  was  possessed  of  a  pair  of 
keen  grey  eyes  and  a  thin-hooked  nose.  His  face  wore  a 
lof  y  look  of  command,  and  was  stamped  by  an  expression 
of  the  utmost  resolution.  He  spoke  easily  and  showed  not 
the  smallest  haste. 

"Guess  we  ain't  met  before,  boss -not  familiar-like 
leastways.  My  name's  Retief-Peter  Retief,  an'  I  take  it 
yours  IS  Lablache.  Now  I've  jest  come  right  along  to  do 
biz  with  you— how  does  that  fit  your  bowels  ?  " 

The  compelling  ring  of  metal  faced  the  astonished 
money-lender.     For  the  moment  he  remained  speechless 
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"Wal?"  drawled  the  other,  with  elaborate  sigmflmnre 
f-ahlache  struggled  for  words.     His  astonishment-dis 
may  made  the  effort  a  difficult  one. 

«  "^T'^tu^""'  '^''  "'■"^^  °"  "^"^  you-you  damned 
scoundrel,"  he  at  last  burst  out,  his  face  for  the  moment 
purplmg  with  rage.  "  I'm  forced  to  listen  to  you  now,"  he 
went  on  more  gutturaliy,  as  the  paroxysm  having  found  vent 
began  to  pass,  "  but  watch  yourself  that  you  make  no  bad 
reckonmg,  or  you'll  regret  this  business  until  the  rope's 
round  your  neck.  You'll  get  nothing  out  of  me-but  what 
you  take.     Now  then,  be  sharp.     What  are  you  going  to 

The  half-breed  grinned. 

"  You're  mighty  raw  on  the  hide  jest  nc  ..-,  I  guess.  But 
see  hyar.  my  reckonin's  are  nigh  as  slick  as  yours.  An' 
jest  slant  yer  tongue  some.  'Damned  scoundrel '  sliden' 
from  yer  flannel  face  is  like  a  coyote  roundin'  on  a 
timber  wolf,  an'  a  coyote  ain't  as  low  down  as  a  skunk 
I  opine  I  want  a  deal  from  you,"  Relief  went  on,  with' 
ajollow  laugh,  "and  wot  I  want  I  mostly  git,  in  these 

Lablache  was  no  coward.  And  even  now  he  had  not 
the  smallest  fear  for  his  life.  But  the  thought  of  being 
bluffed  by  the  very  man  he  was  willing  to  pay  so  much  for 
the  capture  of  riled  him  almost  beyond  endurance  The 
Breed  noted  the  effect  of  his  words  and  pushed  his 
pistol  almost  to  within  arm's  reach  of  the  money-lender's 
face. 

The  half-breed's  face  suddenly  became  stern. 

"That's  a  dandy  ranch  of  yours  down  south.  Me  an' 
my  pards  'ave  taken  a  notion  to  it.  Say,  you're  comin' 
right  along  with  us.  Savee?  Guess  we'll  show  you  the 
shckest  round  up  this  side  o'  the  border.  Now  jest  sit 
right  thar  while  I  let  my  mates  in." 

Retief  took  no  chances.  Lablache,  under  pistol  com- 
pulsion, was  forced  to  remain  motionless  in  his  chair.    The 
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swarthy  Breed   backed  cautiously   to   the  door  unt<     his 
hand  rested  upon  the  spring  catch.     This,  with  deft  fingers, 
he  turned  and  then  forced  back,  and  the  next  moment  he 
was  joined  by  two  companions  as  dark  as  himself  and 
hkewise  dressed   in  the   picturesque   garb  of  the  prairie 
"  hustler."     The  money-lender,  in  spite  of  his  predicament, 
was  keenly  alert,  and  lost  no  detail  of  the  new-comers'  ap- 
pearance.    He  took  a  careful  mental  photograph  of  each 
of  the  men,  trusting  that  he  might  find  the  same  useful  in 
the  future.     He  wondered  what  the  next  move  would  be. 
He  eyed  the  Breed's  pistol  furtively,  and  thought  of  his 
own  weapon  lying  on  his  desk  at  the  corner  farthest  from 
him.     He  knew  there  wa^  no  possible  chance  of  reaching 
It.     The  slightest  unbidden  move  on  his  part  would  mean 
instant  death.     He  understood,  oniy  too  well,  how  lightly 
human  life  was  held  by  these  people.     Implicit  obedience 
alone  could   save   him.     In  those   few  thrilling  moments 
he  had    still    time    to    realise    the   clever    way   in   which 
both  he  and  Horrocks  had  been  duped.     He  had  never 
for  a  moment  believed    in   Gautier's  story,   but  had  still 
less    dreamed    of    such   a   daring    outrage    as  was  now 
being   perpetrated.     He   had   not    long   to  wait    for   de- 
velopments.    Directly  the  two  men  were  inside,  and  the 
door    was    again   closed,   Retief    pointed   to  the   money- 
lender. 

"  Hustle,  boys— the  rope.     Ush  his  feet." 

One  of  the  men  produced  an  old  lariat.  In  a  trice  the 
great  man's  feet  were  fast. 

"  His  hands  ?  "  said  one  of  the  men. 

"  Guess  not.     He's  goin'  to  write,  some." 

Lablache  instantly  thought  of  his  cheque-book.  But 
Retief  had  no  fancy  for  what  he  considered  was  useless 
paper. 

The  hustler  stepped  over  to  the  desk.  His  keen  eyes  spotted 
the  money-lender's  pistol  lying  upon  the  far  corner  of  it. 
He  had  also  noted  his  prisoner  casting  furtive  glances  in 
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the  direction  of  it.    To  prevent  any  n,i.chance  he  picked 

Jtt^at'jhlTdtkt  ralr   '"T  ^"^  P"^"^''   -'■> 
out  towards  hiL  '  ''"^"  •°°''  "P  '  P^"  ^"l  h^W  " 

"Write,"  he  said  laconically. 

Lablache   hesitated.     He   \mirA   f,„~   .>, 
man's  levei.ed  pis.oi.  The„l'ret«an     TooHheTen'",'  e' 
half-breed  pron,p,ly  dictated,  and  the   other  „™te      The 

^th'at;::  „::•  r""?"'-  ^-^  "■' «- "«-  --^^ 

witn  all  the  pettishness  of  a  child. 
The  message  read — 

speld."''''  ''  ''''•     ^  ''"  '  P"^°"^^-     F°"°'^  "P  with  all 

written"  "''"'"  "''  ^'^    ^^^^^'  ^^^  ^^e  message  was 
Lablache  signed  and  flung  down  the  pen. 
What^  that  for?"  he  demanded  huskily. 
tor ?       His  captor  shrugged.     "  I  guess  them  gophers 
of  pohce  are  snugly  trussed  by  now.     Mebbe,  thoufh'  one 
o    them    might    'a'    got    c'.ar    away.      When   they  find 
you're  gone,   they'll    light   on   that    paper.     I  jest    want 
em   to   come  right   along  after  us.      Savee?    It'     'mos 
surprise   'em   when  they  come  along."     Then   he  turned 
^/;%'"^"-.,  "Now,  boys,    lash    his    hands,    and   cut 
hs   feet   adnft.     Then,   into   the   buckboard    with    him 
Guess  his  carcase  is  too  bulky  fur  any   .plug>  to  car^' 
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Get  a   hustle  on,   lads.     We've    hung  around  here  long 
enough." 

The  men  stepped  forward  to  obey  their  chief,  but,  at 
that  moment,  Lablache  gave  another  display  of  that 
wonderful  agility  of  his  of  which,  at  times,  he  was  capable. 
His  rage  got  the  better  of  him,  and  even  under  the  muzzle 
of  his  captor's  pistol  he  was  determined  to  resist  We 
have  said  that  the  money-lender  was  no  coward;  at  that 
moment  he  was  desperate. 

The  nearest  Breed  received  a  terrific  buffet  in  the  neck, 
then,  in  spite  of  his  bound  feet,  Lablache  seized  his  heavy 
swivel  chair,  and,  raising  it  with  all  his  strength  he  hurled 
it  at  the  other.  Still  Retief's  pistol  was  silent.  The 
money-lender  noticed  the  fact,  and  he  became  even  more 
assured.  He  turned  heavily  and  aimed  a  blow  at  the 
"hustler."  But,  even  as  he  struck,  he  felt  the  weight  of 
Retief's  hand,  and  struggling  to  steady  himself— his  bound 
feet  impeding  him — he  overbalanced  and  fell  heavily  to 
the  ground.  In  an  instant  the  Breeds  were  upon  him. 
His  own  handkerchief  was  used  to  gag  him,  and  his 
hands  were  secured.  Then,  without  a  moment's  delay, 
he  was  hoisted  from  the  floor — his  great  weight  bear- 
ing his  captors  down — and  carried  bodily  out  of  the 
office  and  thrown  into  his  own  buckboard,  which  was 
waiting  at  the  door.  Retief  sprang  into  the  driving 
seat  whilst  one  of  the  Breeds  held  the  prisoner  down, 
some  other  dark  figures  leapt  into  the  saddles  of  several 
waiting  horses,  and  the  party  dashed  off  at  a  breakneck 
speed. 

The  gleaming  stars  gave  out  more  than  sufficient  light 
for  the  desperate  teamster.  He  swung  the  well-fed,  high- 
metded  horses  of  the  money-lender  round,  and  headed 
right  through  the  heart  of  the  settlement.  The  audacity  of 
this  man  was  superlative.  He  lashed  the  animals  into  a 
gallop  which  :  lade  the  saddle  horses  extend  themselves  to 
keep  up.     On,  on  into  the  night  they  raced,  and  almost 
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in  a  flash  the  settlement  was  passed.     The  sleepy  inhahit- 
ants    of    Foss    River    heard    the    mad    rannu    of    the 

htxir'r "°  ''-'■ '''  ^-"^'  °^  '^^  -'^-  - 

Lablache    knew   their  destination.     They   were   travel- 
Img  ^southward,  and  he  felt  that  .heir  object  was  his  own 
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CHAPTER   XX 

A    NIGHT    OF     TERROR 

That  midnight  drive  was  one  loni;  nightmare  to  the  un- 
fortunate captive      He  had  been  thrown,  sprawling   into 
the   iron-railed   "carryall"  platform   at  the   back   of  the 
buckboard,  and  lay  on  the  nut-studded  slats,  where  he  was 
jolted  and  bumped  about  like  the  proverbial  pea  on  a  drum. 
When  the  raider  changed  his  direction,  and  turned  off 
the  trail  on  to  the  open  prairie,  the  horrors  of  the  prisoner's 
position  were  intensified  a  hundredfold.     Alone,  there  was 
insufficient  room  for  the  suffering  man  in  the  limited  space 
of  the  "carryall,"  but  beside  him  sat,  or  rather  crouched,  a 
burly  Breed,  ready  at  a  moment's  notice  to  quash  any  at- 
tempt at  escape  on  the  part  of  the  wretched  money-lender. 
Thus  he  was  borne  along,  mile  after  mile,  southward 
towards  his  own  ranch.     Sometimes  during  that  terrible 
ride  Lablache  found  time  to  wonder  what  was  the  object 
of  these  people  in  thus  kidnapping  him.    Surely  if  they  only 
meant  to  carry  off  his  cattle,  such  a  task  could  have  been 
done  without  bringing  him  along  with  them.     It  seemed  to 
him  that  there  could  be  only  one  interpretation  put  upon 
the  matter,  and,  in  spite  of  his  present  agonies,  the  great 
man  shuddered  as  he  thought. 

Courageous  as  he  was,  he  endwred  a  period  of  mental 
agony  which  took  all  the  heart  out  of  him.  He  understood 
the  methods  of  the  prairie  so  well  that  he  feared  the  very 
worst.  A  tree— a  lariat— and  he  saw,  in  fancy,  a  crowd  of 
carrion  swarming  round  his  swinging  body.    He  could  coa- 
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^o  taintplt^"' '"'  '"'  "'"-  •-"-  -'=«  ^'»>- 

c  earns.     I  he   significance  of  the  fact   thaf   tuu 

attack  was  made  against  hJm  „      .  ^'^  ^^''^""^ 

u-aue  against  him  was  lost  upon  the  wrftrh^A 

^an     He  only  seemed  eo  realise  wi,h  ,/atural  drlad  th,t 
Ret,ef-the  terror  of  ,he  countryside-TOs  in  this  th™ 
fore  the  outcome  n,us.  surely  be  the  v„y™  rs^        '     "" 

Hif  nel«  nlh?"  "■■'"  ""  "  '-^""'•"•''^  '""^ly  "nch. 

w::hTarL":tf''p°o«r:„";'se;''a^  "h""""  °^  ''™- 
th.wcou,dhere.or.his;r:-h,:LtJr:; 

upon  Ji^'to'anTthe"''''  '"""  "^  ""^^^"^'^  "'I  -' 

.f  «rst  thirx'-ott^.^^  r,;:f  x^rr:- 

;«  sleeper™''"'  '  "'  '°'=™"  »"' "=  h-d,t^e 
He  was  not  long  left  in  doubt.     R»tief  gave  a  few  raoid 
orders  to  h,s  men.  and  as  he  did  so  Lablale  ubse'ed  f^ 
the  first  tjme    that  the  Breeds  numbered  at  least  halfa 
w7:  .    "  ^'"  """  ">"  "»■  "-"'^  ">an  four  betwes  rtct 
in™."""^"''  "'"■  "'■'•  ""^  >«  """  *e  nTmbertd 
The    obvious    conclusion   was    that    the  others    were 

were  out  ot  earshot  the   raider    apj   .ached    his 
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'■aplive.  His  face  seemed  to  have  undergone  some  subtle 
change.  The  lofty  air  of  command  had  been  replaced  by 
a  look  of  bitter  hatred  and  terrible  cruelty. 

"Now,  Lablache,"he  said  coldly,  "I  guess  you're  goin' 
to  see  some  fun.  I  ain't  mostly  hard  on  people.  I  like  to 
do  the  thing  han'some.  Say  I'll  jest  roll  this  bar'l  'long  so 
as  you  ken  set.  An'  see  hyar,  ef  you're  mighty  quiet  I'll 
I'lose  them  hands  o'  yours." 

Lal)lache  aeigned  no  reply,  but  the  other  was  as  good  as 
his  word. 

"Sulky,  some,  I  guess,"  the  half-breed  went  on.  "Wal, 
I'm  not  goin'  back  on  my  word,"  he  added  as  he  rolled  the 
barrel  up  to  his  prisoner  and  scotched  it  securely.  "  Thar, 
set." 

The  money-lender  didn't  move. 

"  Set ! "  This  time  the  word  conveyed  a  command  and 
the  other  sat  down  on  the  barrel. 

"Guess  I  can't  stand  cantankerous  cusses.  Now,  let's 
have  a  look  at  yer  bracelets." 

He  sat  beside  his  captive  and  proceeded  to  loosen 
the  rope  which  bound  his  wrists.  Then  he  quietly 
drew  his  pistol  and  rested  it  on  his  knee.  Lablache 
enjoyed  his  freedom,  but  wondered  what  was  coming 
next. 

There  was  a  moment  of  silence  while  the  two  men  gazed 
at  the  corrals  and  buildings  set  out  before  thern.  Away  to 
the  right,  on  a  rising  ground,  stood  a  magnificent  house 
built  of  red  pine  lumber.  Lablache  had  built  this  as  a 
dwelling  for  himself.  For  the  prairie  it  was  palatial,  and 
there  was  nothing  in  the  country  to  equal  it.  This  build- 
ing alone  had  cost  sixty  thousand  dollars.  On  a  lower 
level  there  were  the  great  barns.  Four  or  five  of  these 
stood  linked  up  by  smaller  buildings  and  quarters  for  the 
ranch  hands.  Then  there  was  a  stretch  of  low  buildings 
which  were  the  boxes  built  for  the  great  man's  thoroughbred 
stud  horses.    He  was  possessed  of  six  such  animals,  and  their 
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aggregate  cost  run  intc  thousands  of  pounus.   each  one 
havioK  been  imported  frcm  England. 

Then  there   were  tl,e   corrals  with  their  great   ten-foot 

forest's  Th  "'  "^'  '"^'^'  ^'"^  '^«^  ^"'  ^^^  '^^  "--'- 
.rn.S'  T  rr  '°'''''  '  """"'■'''^  ""*^«  °f  K'"""d  and  were 
capableof  she  ter.n,  :ive  thousand  head  of  cattle  withuu 
the  r  capacity  be.HK  taxed.  It  was  an  ideal  place  and  repre- 
sented a  considerable  fortune.  Lablache  noticed  that  h  • 
corrals  were  entirely  empty.     He  longed  to  ask  his  captor 

the  satisfaction  of  imparting  unpleasant  information. 

ofrthtir'Th'"''','  "°'  "'^"'  ^°  '^^  ^^^  money-lender 
off  lightly.     The  cruel  expression  of  his  face  deepened  as 

he  followed  the  direction  of  Lablache's  gaze 
•'Pine  place    this."  he  said,  with  a  compreheasive  nod 
Cost  a  pile  o'  dollars,  I  take  it." 
No  answer. 

"  You  ain't  got  much  stock.     Guess  the  boys  'ave  heloed 
themselves  liberal."  '  neipea 

Lablache  tur'ned  his  face  towards  his  companion.     He 
was  fast  being  drawn. 

davs^bark  '' r  ^"'"'"u  ',^°"'  '^""'y  ^*^°"^^"d  head  some 

.t^krently.  """"  ^'^^  ^^   '^^^^'^^^   '-'"  ^«  --  on 

"You  villain  !  "  the  exasperated  prisoner  hissed  at  last 

If  ever  a  look  conveyed  a  lust  for  murder  Lablache's 

lashless  eyes  expressed  it.  ^-^oiacne  s 

"Eh?    What?    Guess  you  ain't  well."    The  icy  tones 
mocked  at  the  distraught  captive  ^ 

kee^c'or'''''"'"  '''''-'  ''^  ^^^^^  -<^  ^^-gg'ed  to 
"  My  cattle  are  on  the  range.     You  could  never  have 
driven  off  twenty  thousand  head.     It  would  haveTeen  im 

n^htri!^"  '"^ '''''"'  °^  '^-  '^  '^  --  thTr 

"That's  so,"  replied  the  half-breed,  smiling  sardonically, 
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"Say,  your  hands  and  foreman  are  shut  up  in  their  shack. 
They've  bin  taking  things  ea.y  fur  a  day  or  two.  Jest  to 
give  my  boys  a  free  hand.  Guess  we've  been  at  work  here 
these  three  days." 

The  money-lender  groaned  inwardly.  He  understood 
the  Breed  s  meaning  only  too  well.  At  last  his  l.ottlcd-ut. 
rage  broke  out  again. 

"Are  you  man  or  devil  that  you  spirit  away  great  herds 
hke  this.  Across  the  keg,  I  know,  but  how -how? 
Twenty  thousand !  My  Ood,  you'll  swing  for  this  night's 
work,  he  went  on  impotently.  "The  whole  countryside 
will  be  after  you.  I  am  not  the  man  to  sit  down  cmietly 
under  such  handling.  If  I  spend  every  cent  I'm  possessed 
of,  you  shall  be  hounded  down  until  you  dare  not  show 
your  face  on  this  side  of  ihe  border." 

"Easy,  boss,"  the  Breed  retorted  imp-rturbably.  "Ef 
you  want  to  see  that  precious  store  o' yours  again  a  citil 
tongue  '11  help  you  best.  I'm  mostly  a  {)atient  man-easy 
gom'-nke.  Now  jest  keep  calm  an'  Ml  let  you  see  the 
fun.  Now  that's  a  neat  shack  o'  yours,"  he  went  on,  point- 
ing to  the  money-lender's  mansion.  "Wonder  ef  I  could 
put  a  dose  o'  lead  into  one  o'  the  windows  from  here." 

Lablache  began  to  think  he  was  dealing  with  a  madman 
He  remained  silent,  and  the  Breed  levelled  his  pistol  in  the 
direction  of  the   house   and   fired.     A   moment's   silence 
followed   the  sharp  report.      Then  Retief  turned  to  his 
captive. 

"Guess  I  didn't  hear  any  glass  smash.  Likely  I  missed 
It,"  and  he  chuckled  fiendishly.  Lablache  sat  gazing 
moodily  at  the  building.  Then  the  half-breed's  voice 
roused  him.  "  Hello,  wot's  that  ?  "  He  was  pointing  at 
the  house.  "Why,  some  galoot's  lightin'  a  bonfire  '  Say 
that's  dangerous,  Lablache.  They  might  fire  your 
place." 

But  the  other  did  not  answer.     His  eyes  were  staring 
wide  with  horror.     As  if  in  answer  to  the  pistol-shot  a  fire 
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red  pin.  house  .i.h  l,,!",";', '^  2;  ""ut  l"^' "^"^^' 
slijod.     The  house  wa«  ,„  kT   r     .V:     ""'•chc  undir. 

g.ven  ,he  signal      „"  I  am  u^f, ""f '""■•  '""  •*«"••'  ""d 
l">"nd  feet,  and  mad,  Is  ,hT  K  ,  ""'' '''"«"''"  <"  ^i^ 

by  .he  shouUrnd:' ,""?■"■  l""  '<='«f6"PI-d  h,m 
hurled  him  back'  „„  1 X ' t^'^f  'J'  *'"'  ''"'^• 
pressing  .he  mu.le  of  h,s  pi.^ta'o  IVte"""   ''"" 

.  sudden  retun.olL  „":","  '"'"u  '"■"     '"•••"  """ 
quie.,    "Say,    red   nil'   "  f         ' "' ""-'  "'b"  remained 

-m  Pi.ase,  ,n  't  "r';r''™T  ^"^  '"'"■' 
Parted  ic  ,h.:  other  side  No"  fhp  i  '''""'•  "'=>''-<' 
Burn,  burn,  you  beau.y  L^oTubl^d:  '  ""'"'l^-R"'- 
dollar  fire,  an'  all  yours      Mr.-,.  1  '  '""''  "«»'""'' 

all  y.urs  ?  "  ^  ^'" ' ''°"  P"""*  "  'bink  that  it's 

nn«hteon,em;iL"e*-sh^  J;!t,"«^^'^  ^  -  '  '^6" 
.bing  of  .he  agony  the  greL.  ^an^s  ^IZ^Sf  ^'""■,- 
him  to  suffer— he  meanf  h;     .        J>u«ering.     Hewaniid 

I  "leant  nim  to  suffer      Rui-  k«  u  j 

^st  begun  the  torture  he  had  „  car^uUyXaredl°h'i-: 

.b/mr:f,t  reCh,^"h"'''Tr"^''=''  --  -'■"" 

die  do.n.     Retief  secS  fo  L  n,""'  "T"'  "  '"*^'"'  '" 
bU^e^    He  turned  aga.n  ^o  h^  l^^Lr'""  *'  """"" 

-.4tt.T^t::.::'r::nhe"^",r'''°^^- 
i^b^rhat:  eS'd^  ^'  -"  -'  =;::: 

ys  ha,e  cleaicd  out  your  stud  'ph,,..      And,  1 
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gu^ss,  yer  barns  are  chocked  full  of  yer  wheel  gearing  and 
implements.     Say,  I  guess  we'll  have  'en,  next  " 

He  turned  from  his  silent  captive   without  waiting  for 

^Tu     u        ^"'''^''  ^"°'^^'"  ^'^«  b°"fires  were  lighted 
^und  the  barns  and  corrals.     Almost  instantly  the  whole 
P  ace  became  a  gorgeous  blaze  of  light.     The  entire  ranch! 
w.  h  the  exception  of  one  little  shack  was  now  burning  a 
only  pu.e  wood  can  burn.     It  was  a  terrible,  never-to-be- 
forgotten  s.ght  and  Lablache  groaned  audibly  as  he  saw 
he   pnde  of  h,s   wealth  rapidly  gutted.     If 'ever  a  mal 
suffered   the   money-lender    suffered   that   night.      ReTef 
showed    a  great    understanding   of  his   prisoner-far   too 
great  an  understanding  for  a  man  who  was  supposed  to  be 
a  stranger  to  Lablache-in  the  way  he  set  about  to  torture 

agony  to  wh.ch  the  usurer  was  Submitted.     The  sight  of  the 

b:a":^;^'"'th     '"   '""''"'    ranch-probably  fhe  n^ost 
beautaful  ,n  the  country-was  a  cruelly  exquisite  torture  to 
the   money-lovmg    man.      That    dread  conflagration    re- 
presented the  loss  to  him  of  a  fortune,  for,  with  grasping 
pusillanimity,  Lablache  had  refused  to  insur;  his  p'rope  ty 
Had  Ret.ef  known  this  he  could  not  have  served  his  own 
purpose  better.     Possibly  he  did  know,  and  possibly  that 
was  the  inducement  which   prompted  his  action.     Tn^ly 
was  the  money-lender  paying  dearly   for  past  misdeeds 
With  the  theft  of  his  cattle  and  the'buming  of  h    ranch 
h.s  loss  was  terrible,  and,  in  his  moment  of  anguish,  he 
dared  no  attempt  to  calculate  the  extent  of  the  catastrophe 
When   he  fire  was  at  its  height  Retief  again  addressed  his 
taunting  language  to  the  man  beside  him,  and  Lablache 
wnthed  under  the  lash  of  tliat  scathing  tongue 

"  I've  heerd  tell  you  wer'  mighty  proud  of  this  place  of 
yours  Spent  Piles  o'  bills  on  it.  Nothin'  like  circulatin' 
c.sh,  I  guess.  Say  now,  how  long  did  it  take  you  to  fix 
them  shacks  up  ?  " 
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No  answer.     Lablache  was  beyond  mere  words. 

"  A  sight  longer  than  it  takes  a  bit  of  kindHn'  to  fetch 
'em  down,  I  take  it,"  he  went  on  placidly.  "When  d'ye 
think  you'll  start  re-building?  I  wonder,"  thoughtfully, 
"why  they  don't  fire  that  shed  yonder,"  pointing  to  the 
only  building  left  untouched.  "Ah,  I  was  forgettin',  that's 
whar  your  hands  are  enjoyin'  themselves.  It's  thoughtful 
o'  the  boys.  I  guess  they're  good  lads.  They  don't  cotton 
to  killin'  prairie  hands.  But  they  ain't  so  particular  over 
useless  lumps  o*  flesh,  I  guess,"  with  a  glance  at  the  stricken 
man  beside  him. 

Lablache  was  gasping  heavily.  The  mental  strain  was 
almost  more  than  he  could  bear,  and  his  crushed  and  hope- 
less attitude  brought  a  satanic  smile  on  the  cruel  face 
beside  him. 

"You  don't  seem  to  fancy  things  much,"  Retief  went  on. 
"Guess  you  ain't  enjoyin'  yerself.  Brace  up,  pard ;  you  won't 
git  another  sight  like  this  fur  some  time.  Why,  wot's  ailing 
yer?"  as  the  barrel  on  which  they  were  seated  moved  and 
Lablache  nearly  rolled  over  backwards.  "  I  hadn't  a  notion 
yer  wouldn't  enjoy  yerself.  Say,  jest  look  right  thar.  Them 
barns,"  he  added,  pointing  towards  the  fire,  "was  built 
mighty  solid.     They're  on'y  jest  cavin'." 

Lablache  remained  silent.  Words,  he  felt,  would  be 
useless.  In  fact  it  is  doubtful  if  he  would  have  been  ecjual 
to  expression.  His  spirit  was  crushed  and  he  feared  the 
man  beside  him  as  he  had  never  feared  any  human  being 
before.  Such  was  the  nervous  strain  put  upon  him  that  the 
sense  of  his  loss  was  rapidly  absorbed  in  a  dread  for  his 
own  personal  safety.  The  conflagration  had  lost  its  fascina- 
tion for  him,  and  at  every  move — every  word — of  his  captor 
he  dreaded  the  coming  of  his  own  end.  It  was  a  physical 
and  mental  collapse,  and  bordered  closely  on  frenzied 
terror.  It  was  no  mental  effort  of  his  own  that  kept  him 
from  hurling  himself  upon  the  other  and  biting  and  tear- 
ing in  a  vain  effort  to  rend   the  life  out  of  him.     The 
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tbought-the   fever,   desire,  craving-was   there,  but  the 
^^■ll.   the  personality,  of  the  Breed  held  him  siillbound 
an  .nert  mass  of  flesh  incapable  of  physical  effurtlS^^pabt 
almost  of  thought,  but  a  prey  to  an  overwhelming  teTro. 

The  watching  half-breed  at  length  rose  fron,  his  seat  and 
shrugged  his  thin,  stooping  shoulders.   He  had  had  enough 

work  to  do  before  daylight.  He  put  his  hand  to  his  mouth 
and  imitated  the  cry  of  the  coyote.  An  nstant  Uter 
answering  cries  came  from  various  directions,  and  prLntly 
the  Breeds  gathered  round  their  chief.  Presently 

"Say  bring  up  the  'plugs.'  lads.     The  old  boy's  had  his 

t^i'brl       '"","^'"  «'^  °"''    ^hen  he   turned  upon 

he  broken  money-lender  and  spoke  while  he  re-chargeS 

the  chambers  of  his  pistol.  ^»argea 

wiS'l  HIT'  "  ^°"  "^^  ^"  ^^'^  Rive^Settleme'ntso  ong 
will  I  hunt  you  out  an'  hustle  yer  stock.     You  talked  of 

at^tt  r;  k"'  '  ^"^"  ^'^  ^^°^'^  °"  ^he  other  foot  I 
am  finished  by  a  sight,  an'  you'll  hear  from  me  agin'  I 
don't  fancy  yer  life."  he  went  on  with  agrin.  "Et's  to^easy 
I  guess.  Et's  yer  bills  I'm  after.  Ye've  got  plenty  an'  to 
spare  But  bills  is  all-fired  awk'ud  to  handle  whe„thev 
pass  thro'  your  dirty  hands.     So  I'll  wait  till  youVe  "urned 

inars  a  bunch  o    yer    steers  waitin'  to   be  taken  off 
Happen  I'm  gom'  to  see  to  'em  right  away.     One  o'  thes^ 

ads  11  jest  set  some  bracelets  on  yer  hands,  and  leave  ver 
tucked  up  and  comfortable  so  you  can't  do  any  harm  and 
you  can  set  right  thar  an'  wait  till  some  'un  comes  along  an^ 
loo  es  yer.  So  long,  pard.  an'  remember,  Foss  River's  the 
hottest  place  outside  o'  hell  fur  you.  jest  n^jw." 

Some  of  the  half-breeds  had   brought  up  the  horses 
wh,  St  Retief  was  talking,  and.  as  he  finfshed  speaking  the 

Golden  Eagle,  and  prepared  to  ride  away.      Whilst  the 
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if'Z  ''"?  f  !,''°^  '"'°  '^'''  "^^^^'^  he  took  one  look 
secured.  There  was  a  swift  exchange  of  glances 
malevolent  and  murderous  on  the  part  of  the  monetlendeT 
and  densive  on  the  part  of  the  half-breed-then  RetS 
swung  h.s  charger  round,  and,  at  the  head  of  his  mef 
galloped  away  out  into  the  starry  night 
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HORROCKS    LEARNS   THE   SECRET   OF   THE   MUSKEG 

The  rope  which  brought  Horrocks  to  the  ground  came 
near  to  strangling  him.  He  struggled  wildly  as  he  fell, 
and,  as  he  struggled,  the  grip  of  the  rope  tightened.  He 
felt  that  the  blood  was  ready  to  burst  from  his  temples  :md 
eyes.  Then  everything  seemed  to  swim  about  him  and  he 
believed  consciousness  was  leaving  him.  Everything  was 
done  in  a  moment  and  yet  he  seemed  to  be  passing 
through  an  eternity  of  time. 

The  lariat  is  a  handy  weapon,  but  to  truly  appreciate  its 
merits  one  must  be  a  praine  man.  The  Breeds  are  prairie 
men.  They  understand  fully  the  uses  to  which  a  "  rope  " 
may  be  put.  For  criminal  purposes  they  appreciate  its 
silent  merits,  and  the  dexterity  with  which  they  can  use  it 
makes  its  value  equal  to,  and  even  surpass,  the  noisier  and 
more  tell-tale  pistol. 

The  next  thing  that  the  policeman  knew  was  that  he  was 
stretched  on  his  back  upon  the  ground,  disarmed,  and  with 
a  great  bandana  secured  about  his  eyes  and  mouth,  and  his 
hands  tied  behind  his  back.  Then  a  gruflF  voice  bade  him 
rise,  and,  as  he  silently  obeyed,  he  was  glad  to  feel  that  the 
gripping  lariat  was  removeC  from  his  throat.  Truly  had 
the  officer's  pride  gone  before  a  fall.  And  his  feelings  were 
now  of  the  deepest  chagrin.  He  stood  turning  his  head 
from  side  to  side,  blindly  seeking  to  penetrate  the  bandage 
about  his  eyes.     He  knew  where  he  was,  of  course,  but  he 
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iie  was  not  given  long  for  his  futile  efforts.  The  same 
rough  voice  which  had  bade  him  rise  now  ordered  him  to 
walk,  and  he  found  himself  forced  forward  by  the  aid  of  a 

7k7  ^f 'J^  '  n  ■^"f'P"^  °"^  °^  ^'^  ^''^'-  The  feeling  of 
a  blmdfold  walk  is  not  a  happy  one,  and  the  officer  ex- 
per,enced  a  strange  sensation  of  falling  as  he  was  urged 

vluT  Tj'^'u"'-      ^^'''    "  ^^^  '''P'  he  was  again 

vtA  7f  '^'"  ^"  ^'^'  ^''"^^'f  «^*^^d  from  behind  and 
lifted  bodily  into  a  conveyance. 

He  quickly  realised  that  he  was  in  a  buckboard.     The 
slats  which  formed  the  body  of  it,  as  his  feet  lit  upon  them 
told  hvm  th.s      Then  two  men  jumped  in  after  him  and  h^ 
foundh.mself  seatedbetween  them.  And  so  he  wasdriven  off 
In  justice  to  Horrocks    it    must   be    said  that  he  ex' 
penenced  no  fear.     True,  his  chagrin  was  very  great      He 
saw  only  too  plainly  what  want  of  discretion  he  had  dis- 
played m  trusting  to  the  Breed's  story,  but  he  felt  that  his 
previous  association  with  the  nscal  warranted  his  credulity 
and  the  outcome  must  be  regarded  as  the  fortune  of  war 
He  only  wondered  what  strange  experience  this  blindfold 
journey  was  to  forerun.     There  was  not  the  least  doubt 
.n  his  mind  as  to  whose  was   the  devising  of  this  well- 
laid  and  well-carried-out  plot.      Retief,  he  knew,  must  be 
answerable  for  th.    olan,   and   the    method  displayed   in 
Its  execution   plainly   showed  him   that  every  detail  had 
been  carefully  thought  out,  and  administered  by  only  too 
w.llmg  hands.     That  there  was  more  than  ordinary  purpose 
m  this  blindfold  journey  he  felt  assured,  and  he  racked  his 
brains  to  discover  the  desperado's  object.     He  even  found 
time  to  speculate  as  to  how  it  had  fared  with  his  men,  only 
here  he  was  even  more  at  a  loss  than  in  the  case  of  his  own 
ultimate  fate. 

In  less  than  half  an  hour  from  the  time  of  his  capture  the 
buckboard  drew  up  beside  some  bush.     Horrocks  knew  it 
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was  a  bluff.  He  c.uld  iK-ar  the  rustle  of  the  leaves  as  they 
"uttered  m  the  gentle  night  air.  Then  he  was  un- 
ceremoniously hustled   to  the   ground,   and.   equally  un- 

TfTuT"^!^'   "J'^^^    ^°'*^'*^   ""^"   h>«   feet  trod   upon 

he  stubbly,  breaking  undergrowth.     Next  he  was  brought 

o  a  stand  and  swung  round,  face  about,  his  bonds   were 

removed,  and  four  powerful  hands  gripped  his  arms.     By 

these  he  was  drawn  backwards  until  he  bumped  against  a 

ree-trunk.     His  hands  were  then  again  made  fast,  but  this 

time  his  arms  embraced  the  tree  behind  him.     In  this 

manner  he  was  securely  trussed. 

Now  from  behind-his  captors  were  well  behind  him-a 
hand  reached  over,  and,  by  a  swift  movement,  removed  the 
bandage  from  before  his  eyes.     Then,  before  he  had  time 
to  turn  his  head  he  heard  a  scrambling  through  the  bush, 
and  a  moment  later,  the  sound  of  the  creaking  buck  board 
rapidly  receding.     He  was  left  alone  ;  and,  after  one  swift 
comprehensive  survey,  to  his  surprise,  he  found  himself 
facing  the  wide-spreading  muskeg,  at  the  very  spot  where 
he  had  given  up  further  pursuit  of  the  cattle  whose  "spur" 
he  had  traced  down  to  the  brink  of  the  viscid  mire 

His  astonishment  rendered  him  oblivious  to  all  else 
He  merely  gazed  out  across  that  deceptive  flat  and 
wondered.  VVhy-why  had  this  thing  been  done,  and 
what  strange  freak  had  induced  the  "  hustler"  to  conceive 
such  a  form  of  imprisonment  for  his  captive?  Horrocks 
struggled  with  his  confusion,  but  he  failed  to  fathom  the 

mystery,  and  never  was  a  man's  confusion  worse  confounded 
than  was  his. 

Presently  he  bethought  him  of  his  bonds,  and  he 
cautiously  tried  them.  They  were  quite  unyielding,  and,  at 
each  turn  of  his  arms,  they  caused  him  consid  rable  pain 
Ihe  Breeds  had  done  their  work  well,  and  he  realised  thai 
he  must  wait  the  raider',  pleasure.  He  was  certain  of  one 
thing,  however,  which  brought  him  a  slight  amount  of 
comfort.     He  had  been  brought  here  for  a  definite  purpose 
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Moreover  he  did  not  believe  thrt  he  was  to  be  left  here 
alone  for  long     So.  with  resignation  induced  bv  necessity 

How  long  that  solitary  vigil  lasted  Horrocks  had  no  idea 
I  ime,  m  that  predicament,  was  to  him  of  little  account 
He  merely  wondered  and  waited.  He  considered  himself 
more  than  fortunate  that  his  ca,tors  had  seen  fit  to  remove 
the  bandage  from  his  eyes.  In  spite  of  his  painful  captivity 
he  felt  less  helpless  from  the  fact  that  he  couid  see  whit 
might  be  about  him. 

From    a    general   survey    his  attention    soon    became 
riveted   upon  the   muskeg   spread   out   before   him,   ano 
before  long,  h.s  thoughts  turned  to  the  secret  path  which  hj 
knew    at   some  point  near    by,  bridged  the  silent  horror. 
All  about   h.m  was  lit  by  the  starry  splendour  of  the  sky. 
The  scent  of  the  redolent   grass  of  the  great  keg  hung 
heavily  upon  the  air  and  smelt  sweet  in  his  nostrils.     He 
could  see  the  ghostly  outline  of  the  distant  peaks  of  tht- 
mountains,  he  could  hear  the  haunting  cries  of  nightfowl 
and  coyote ;    but    these   things  failed    to    interest    him. 
Familiarity  with  the  prairie  made  them,  to  him.  common- 
place_     The  path-the  secret  of  the  great  keg.     That  was 
^e  absorbing  thought  which  occupied  his  waiting  moments. 
He  felt  that  us  discovery  would  more  than  compensate  for 
any  blunders  he  had  made.     He  strained  his  keen  eyes  as 
he  gazed  at  the  tall  waving  grass  of  the  mire,  as  though  to 
tear  from  the  bosom  of  the  awfu'  swamp  th.  secret  it  so 
jealously  guarded.     He   slowly  surveyed  its  dark  surface 
almost   inch    by   inch,    in    the    hopes   of  discovering   the 
smallest  indication   or  difierence  which  might  lead  to  the 
desired  end. 

There  was  nothing  in  what  he  saw  to  guide  him,  nothing 
which  offered  the  least  suggestion  of  a  path.  In  the  cark 
ness  the  tall  waving  grass  took  a  nmdescnpt  hue  which 
reached  unbroken    for    miles    around.     Occa.ionaily    ilie 
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greensward  seemed  to  ripple  in  the  breeze,  like  water 
swayed  by  a  soft  summer  zephyr,  but  beyond  this  the  out- 
look was  uniform— darkly  mysterious — inscrutable. 

His  arms  cramped  under  the  pressure  of  the  restraining 
bonds  and  he  moved  uneasily.  Now  and  again  the  rustling 
of  the  leaves  overhead  caused  him  to  listen  keenly. 
Gradually  his  fancy  became  slightly  distorted,  and,  as  time 
passed,  the  sounds  which  had  struck  so  familiarly  upon  his 
ears,  and  which  had  hitherto  passed  unheeded,  began  to 
get  upon  his  nerves. 

By-and-by  he  found  himself  listening  eagerly  for  the 
monotonous  repetition  of  the  prairie'  scavenger's  dismal 
howl,  and  as  the  cries  recurred  they  seemed  to  grow  in 
power  and  become  more  plaintively  horrible.  Now,  too, 
the  sighing  of  the  breeze  drew  more  keen  attention  from 
the  imprisoned  man,  and  fancy  magnified  it  into  the  sound 
of  many  approaching  feet.  These  matters  were  the  effect 
of  solitude.     At  such  times  nerves  play  curious  pranks. 

In  spite  of  his  position,  in  spite  of  his  anxiety  of  mind, 
the  police-officer  began  to  grow  drowsy.  The  long  night's 
vigil  was  telling,  and  nature  rebelled,  as  she  always  will 
rebel  when  sleep  is  refused  and  bodily  rest  is  unobtainable. 
A  man  may  pace  his  bedroom  for  hours  with  the  unmiti- 
gated pain  of  toothache.  Even  while  the  pain  is  almost 
unendurable  his  eyes  will  close  and  he  will  continue  his 
peregrinations  with  tottering  gait,  awake,  but  with  most  of 
his  faculties  drowsily  faltering.  Horrocks  found  his  head 
drooping  forward,  and,  even  against  his  will,  his  eyes  would 
close.  Time  and  again  he  pulled  himself  together,  only  the 
next  instant  to  catch  himself  dozing  off  again. 

Suddenly,  however,  he  was  electrified  into  life.  He  was 
awake  now,  and  all  drowsiness  had  vanished.  A  sound — 
distant,  rumbling,  but  distinct— had  fallen  upon  his,  for  the 
moment,  dulled  ears.  For  awhile  it  likened  to  the  far-off 
growl  of  thunder,  blending  with  a  steady  rush  of  wind.  But 
it   was   not    passing.      The    sound    remained  and    grew 
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with  almos.  painM    „  thy      aI",,;  "/"kp"""'  ''^""'"^ 
the  sound  became   more  di's.uK-     i   ,  7     ,"«.  *^""'  »"'' 

crept  into  ,h.  prisoner',  ace      He  hea  d  ','  H     '""^"*'':" 
'Tattle ' "  K..       .         /  '■^'^^  '^"'^  recouniscd. 

an  infl^^ion'^f"    r'^"cr,e"a*r  P™'— '  "'  "« 
pace."  <-attlt-and   mov.„g  at   a  great 

He  WIS  alert  now,  as  alert  as  h*.  h^H  ^       u 
Was    hf>   ;,t    lac^  ^  "*°  ^''^'"  ^^^^  'n  h  s  life. 

Vicinity  of  .„e  U.  ^l  X^Z:^  ."'tan^r  IVht 
mind   there    could   nnlv   K«  mean  j-     lohis 

could  reasonab;  put  upon    he  drc""^"'''"   "''^'   '^ 
were  being  «'hustLd"and    he  ^T''''''''  ''"'" 

breed,  Retief.  '  ''""'"'   ">"^^  ^^  ^'^^  half- 

Then,   like    a    douche    of    cold    wat*»r     f^ii       ^     . 
thought  that  he  had  been  purnoselv  ZT'        ""''"^    '^^ 
edge  of  the  muskeg     SurHv  h       ^  P"'°""'  ^^  *^^ 

see'the  cattle  pas   over  thi':  a"d  Z  'I  ''  ''''''''  ^^ 
go  free.     Even  Retief  Jnt,.        '^*"  ^^  permitted  to 

COUM  not*^raifa::'l'?„tsT'  t^ed-T  ^oT " 

r„.--f»ro:e:ir/e;"-^^^^^^^ 

.^rdtetriT^/ardr  "-•"--- 
.aitieaion,  .e  .HnT^rr.r.rrttT«:^ - 
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he  had  supposed.  The  noise  had  become  a  continuous 
roar  as  tht  driven  beasts  came  on,  and  he  saw  them  loom 
towards  him  a  black  patch  on  the  dark  background  of  the 
dimly-lit  prairie.  The  bunch  was  large,  but  his  straining 
eyes  as  yet  could  make  no  estimate  of  its  numbers.  He 
could  see  several  herders,  but  these,  too,  were  as  yet 
beyond  recognition. 

Yet  another  surprise  was  in  store  for  the  waiting  man. 
So  fixed  had  his  attention  been  upon  the  on-coming  cattle 
that  he  had  not  once  removed  his  eyes  from  the  direction 
of  their  approach.  Now,  however,  a  prolonged  bellow  to 
the  right  of  him  caused  him  to  turn  abruptly.  To  his 
utter  astonishment  he  saw,  not  fifty  yards  from  him,  a 
j^olitary  horseman  leading  a  couple  of  steers  by  ropes 
affixed  to  their  horns.  He  wondered  how  long  this  strange 
apparition  had  been  there.  The  horse  was  calmly  nibbling 
at  the  grass,  and  the  man  was  quietly  resting  himself  with 
elbows  propped  upon  the  horn  of  his  saddle.  He,  too, 
appeared  to  be  gazing  in  the  direction  of  the  on-coming 
cattle.  Horrocks  tried  hard  to  distinguish  the  man's 
appearance,  but  the  light  wj^,  too  uncertain  to  give  him 
more  than  the  vaguest  idea  ot  his  personality. 

The  horse  seemed  to  be  black  or  very  dark  brown.  And 
the  general  outline  of  the  rider  was  that  of  a  short  slight 
man,  with  rather  long  hair  which  flowed  from  beneath 
the  brim  of  his  Stetson  hat.  The  most  curious  dis- 
tinguishable feature  was  his  slightness.  The  horse  was  big 
and  the  man  was  so  small  that,  as  he  sat  astride  of  his 
charger,  he  looked  to  be  little  more  than  a  boy  of  fifteen 
or  sixteen. 

Horrocks's  survey  was  cut  short,  however,  for  now  the 
herd  of  cattle  was  tearing  down  upon  him  at  a  desperate 
racing  pace.  He  saw  the  solitary  rider  gather  up  his  lines 
and  move  his  horse  further  away  from  the  edge  of  the 
muskeg.  Then  the  herd  of  cattle  came  along.  They 
raced   past   the   bluff   where    the  officer    was    statione*^ 
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accompanied  by  four  swarthy  drivers   on*.  «r     u-  .. 
mounted  upon  a  great  chestnut  hore  whose     'fi  "" 
stride  and  proportions  fix^d  »hl        .      .  magnificent 

had  heard  o^.LT;Et^.a„dT^^'  '"?'""•     "^ 
mind  that  this  warh^antt.rid:  wat  The  ^^^^^^^^ 
cattle-thief.     The  band  and    its  d  oveTs  swept  t'^'n 
Horrocks    estimated    that    the    cat^r  nn^K^   ^'     ""^ 
hundreds.  ^    numbered    many 

After  awhile  he  heard  the  sound  of  voices     Th*n  th. 
beasts  were  driven  back  again  over  their  tricks  on!v  .t- 

nS  that  th"     '"''   "   ^'^>^  ^"^^^^  »^'-'  Horroc"! 
noticed  that  their  pace  was  decreased,  until  by  the  siwh 

.me  they  passed  their  gait  had  becom'e  a  simp  e  mou 

and  they  leisurely  nipped  up  the  grass  as  they  went    with 

trou^I'^tl;^.^!— ^^^ 

ahalrTdt?  ';!.'"'"  '^'  '"^^  ^'-"^  the  cattle  came  to 

enacted     xiA"        ''''""'u  ^"^  °'  '^'^  ^^-"^^  -ene  w  s 
enacted.    The  horseman  with  the  led  steers,  whom,  by  th!s 

thT  fi!^.     r      ^'^  ''''°''  ^°^«°"^"'  ^-'"^  leisurely  upon 
the  field  of  action.     No  instructions  were  given      The 

who  e  hing  was  done  in  almost  absolute  silence     It  seenld 

as^ifjong  practice   had  perfected    the   method   rfp^ 

The  horseman  advanced  to  the  brink  nf  th^         1 
exactl,  opposite  to  the  bluff  where^'heXtive  w     t.^d^'aS 
with  him  the  two  led  steers.     Horrocks  held  his  breath 
his  excitement  was  intense.     The  swarthy  dr^^ers  rotc"d 
^e  tired  cattle  and  headed  them  towards  the  capSve  steers 
Horrocks  saw  the  boyish  rider  urge  his  horse  fearles   y'n' 
to  the  treacherous  surface  of  the  kee     The  nn«,  h«   ,  ^  ^ 
exhausted  cattle  followed  leisurelv     Th  ''  '"^ 

bustle  or  ha.tP      T  leisurely.     There  was  no  undue 

Where  k  I    "'^^  ^  ^""'^ ^^^  "^°"°^  '"v  l^ad^r  " 

Where  u  was  good  enough  for  the  captive  leaders  to  go  it 
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was  KO(,d  enoM^h  for  ihr  weary  beasts  to  follow,  and  so.  as 
he  boy  nder  n.oved  forward,  the  great  herd  followed  in 
twos  and  threes.     The  four  drivers  remained  until  the  end. 
and    hen,  as  t  u.  last  steer  set  foot  on  the  dreadful  mire 
they  too  joined  in  the  silent  procession. 

Horrocks  cx.rted  all  his  prairir  mstinct  as  he  watched 
the  course  of  that  siK.nt  band.  He  was  conmiiting  to 
memory,  as  far  as  he  was  capable,  the  direction  of  the 
pa  h  across  the  keg,  for,  when  opportunity  offered,  he  was 
determined  to  follow  up  h,s  <l,sc  .cry  and  attempt  the 
journey  h.mself.  He  fancied  in  his  own  secret  heart  that 
Retief  had  at  last  overreached  hiu.s,  if,  and  in  thus 
givmg  away  h.s  secret  he  was  paving  the  way  to  his  own 
capture. 

It   was   not   lonn   before  the  cattle  and    their  drivers 
passed  out   of   sight,    but   H.«-rocks  continued    to   watch 
so  that   he  should   lose  no  chance  detail  of  interest.     A 
length,    howeve,.   he    found  that    his    straining    gaze   was 
usdess,   and  all  further  intere>t  passed  out  of  his  lonely 

Now  he  busied  himself  with  plans  for  his  future  move- 
ments wnen  he  should  once  more  be  free.  And  in  such 
thought  the  long  night  passed,  and  the  time  drew  on  to- 
wards dawn. 

The  surprises  of  the  night  were  not  yet  over,  however,  for 
just  before  the  first  streaks  of  daylight  shot  athwart  the 
eastern  sky  he  saw  two  horsemen  returning  across  the 
muskeg.  He  quickly  recognised  the.n  as  being  the  raider 
himself  and  the  boyish  rider  who  had  led  the  cattle  across 

'"^  uTu  '^.'''"^,  "''"'^  ^"°''  *^  ^  g°°d  P^^^e,  and  as  they 
reached  the  bank  the  officer  was  disgusted  to  see  the  boy 
nde  off  in  a  direction  away  from  .he  settlement,  and  the 
raider  come  straight  towards  the  bluff.  Horrocks  was 
curious  about  the  boy  who  seemed  so  .conversant  with  the 
path  across  the  mire,  and  was  anxious  tt  have  obtained  a 
clearer  view  of  him. 
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comn, .'ding,  eagi     „■       \,\''r'  ^T  "'  ''"  ™"'« 
not  help  b!    (J\  :,„„„"  T  *"■"""  •"  «"" 

Breed.  ""«'  «<im„at,on  for  ihi.  la-less 

.h^tasTleT^drcr'r  """""""'  '--^•■"««n<'  lofty  in 

.oo.ed  a::.:.  tn\^xLxv;H';r ''  ''''^"'-'' ^' 

Then  he  lurned  away  and  looked   over    w    the  e.!,'"' 
horizon.       He    tumfH    ko  u  ^"^  eastern 

erecting      T.  ^''''   ^'''''"   ^"^   brawled   out    a 

greeting.     It  was  not  cordial    but  it  »,»    u  • 

him.  °"'  "  ^**  characteristic  of 

"VVal?" 

Horrocks  made  no  reolv      Th,.  n,     >  i 
ingly  and  ,ea,„  ror.,.,,  ^^n  .hitr Tu,  ^r^^t  """'■ 

Guess  you've  salisfiej  vour  curin.i,,-  !.' 

boy,  didn',  handle  you  too  r^ugh  I  ,at  ""T^'  ,>  "*' 
go  light."  °  '  '■     '  'old  em  to 

Horrocks  was  constrained  to  retort 
lawatu:;;:"''"  '°''"  •*  "-"'^dwhen  you  get  ,he 

^2°\IZ  pardrhe'r""-  .  °""^  """'•  ^OP"""' 
think  of  the  r^ad  .cros  ,hi"I  "1'  f,'  "'  '"'•  ^<»  'i>« 
He  laughed  as  .hoXVoying  fgoodtok^  ""  '""  '""•" 

Brer^'\'rsr:ror''™'"«''^'''^"-'- -•>= 

sati3rac.ionann:;:drht;:?  "^^  -'"   »-•     His  self- 

HZTsral:T.ti:;"'^-r-^-p-'.erep.. 

that  ^ortTbustl"        "'"""^  '""'  '»  "-"^^  '™'  <"« 
Relief  Seemed  >,jite  unruffled. 
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"  Murder?  Why,  man,  I  didn't  bring  you  here  to  murder 
you.  Guess  ef  I'd  a  notion  that  way  you'd  'a'  been  done 
neat  long  ago.  No,  I  jest  wanted  to  show  you  what 
you  wanted  to  find  out.  Now  I'm  goin'  to  let  you  go, 
so  you,  an'  that  skunk  La!)lache'll  be  able  to  chin-wag 
over  this  night's  doin's.  That's  wot  I'm  here  fer  right 
now."  * 

As  he  finished  speaking  the  Breed  circled  Golden  Eagle 
round  behind  the  tree,  and,  bending  low  down  from  the 
saddle,  he  cut  the  rope  which  held  the  policeman's 
wrists.  Horrocks,  feeling  himself  freed,  stepped  quickly 
from  the  bush  into  the  open,  and  faced  about  towards 
his  liberator.  As  he  did  so  he  found  himself  looking  up 
into  the  muzzle  of  Retiefs  revolver.  He  stood  his  ground 
unflinchingly. 

"Now,  see   hyar,  pard,"  said  Retief,  quietly,    "I've  a 
mighty  fine  respect  for  you.     You  ain't  the  cuckoo  thnt 
many  o'  yer  mates  is.     You've  got  grit,  anyway.     But  that 
ain't  all  you   need.      'Savee's'  a  mighty   tine  thing— on 
occasions.     Now  you  need  'Savee.'     I'll  jest  give  yer  a 
piece  of  advice  right  hyar.     You  go  straight  off  down  to 
Lablache's  ranch.    You'll  find  him  thar.   An' pesky  uncom- 
fortable you'll  find  him.     You  ken  set  him  free,  also  his 
ranch  boys,  an'  when  you've  done  that  jest  make  tracks  for 
Stormy  Cloud  an'  don't  draw  rein  till  you  git  thar.    Ef  ever 
you  see  Retief  on  one  trail,  jest  bit  right  off  on  to  another. 
That's  good  sound  sense  right  through  fur  you.     Say,  work 
on  that,  an'  you  ain't  like  to  come  to  no  harm.    But  I  swear, 
right  hyar,  ef  you  an'  me  ever  come  to  close  quarters  I'll 
perforate  you— less  you  git  the  drop  on  me     An'  to  do 
that'll  keep  you  humpin'.     So  long,  pard.     It's  jest  gettin' 
daylight,  an'  I  don't  -alc'late  to  slouch  around  hyar  when 
the  sun's  shinin'.   Don't  go  fur  to  forget  my  advice.   I  don't 
charge  nothin'  fur  it,  but  it's  good,  pard— real  good,  for  all 
that.     So  long." 

He  swung  his  horse  round,  and  before  Horrocks  had  time 
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to^collect  himself,  much  less  to  speak,  he  was  almost  out  of 

Half  dazed  and  still  wondering  at  the  strangeness  of  the 
desperate  Breed's  manner  he  mechanically  began  to  wa  k 
slowly  ,n  the  direction  of  the  Foss  River  Settlement 
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CHAPTER    XXII 


THE   DAY    AKTER 


Morning  broke  over  a  disturbed  and  restless  community 
at  Foss  River.  The  chief  residents  who  were  not  im- 
mediately concerned  in  the  arrest  of  Retief — only  deeply 
interested,  and  thereture  sceptical — had  gone  to  bed  over- 
night eager  for  the  morning  light  to  bring  them  news. 
Their  broken  slumbers  ceased  as  daylight  broadened  into 
sunrise,  and,  without  waiting  for  their  morning  cofTee,  the 
majority  set  out  to  gather  the  earliest  crumbs  of  news 
obtainable.  There  were  others,  of  course,  who  were  not 
in  the  know,  or,  at  least,  had  only  heard  vague  rumours. 
These  were  less  interested,  and  therefore  failed  to  rise  so 
early. 

Amongst  the  earliest  abroad  was  Doctor  Abbot.  Aunt 
Margaret's  interest  was  not  sufficient  to  drag  her  from  her 
downy  couch  thus  early,  but,  with  truly  womanly-logic,  she 
saw  no  reason  why  the  doctor  should  not  glean  for  her  the 
information  she  required.  Therefore  the  doctor  rose  and 
shivered  under  the  lightness  of  his  summer  apparel  in 
the  brisk  morning  air. 

The  market-place,  upon  which  the  doctor's  house  looked, 
was  almost  deserted  when  he  passed  out  of  his  door.  He 
glanced  quickly  around  for  someone  whom  he  might 
recognise.  He  saw  that  the  door  of  "  Lord  "  Bill's  shack 
was  open,  but  it  was  too  far  off  for  him  to  see  whether  that 
lazy  individual  was  yet  up,  A  neche  was  leisurely  cleaning 
op  round  Lablache's  store,  whilst   the  local  butcher  was 
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already  busy  swabbing  out  the  little  shed  which  did  duty 
for  his  shop.  As  yet  there  was  no  other  sign  of  life  abroad, 
and  Doctor  Abbot  prepared  to  walk  across  to  the  butcher 
for  a  gossip,  and  thus  wait  for  someone  else  to  come 
along. 

He  stepped  briskly  from  his  house,  for  he  was 
"schrammed"  with  cold  in  his  white  drill  clothing.  As 
he  approached  the  energetic  butcher,  he  saw  a  man  enter- 
ing the  market-place  from  the  southern  extremity  of  the 
settlement.  He  paused  to  look  closely  at  the  new-comer. 
In  a  moment  he  recognised  Thompson,  one  of  the  clerks 
from  Lablache's  store.  He  conjectured  at  once  that  this 
man  might  be  able  to  supply  him  with  the  information  he 
desired,  and  so  changed  his  direction  and  went  across  to 
meet  him. 

"Mornin',  Thompson,"  he  said,  peering  keenly  into  the 
pale,  haggard  face  of  the  money-lemlcr's  employee. 
"What's  up  with  you  ?  You  look  positively  ill.  Have  you 
heard  how  the  arrest  wtnt  off  last  night?" 

There  was  a  blunt  directness  about  the  doctor  which 
generally  drove  straight  to  the  point.  The  clerk  wearily 
passed  his  hand  across  his  forehead.  He  seemed  half 
asleep,  and,  as  the  doctor  had  asserird,  thoroughly  ill. 

"Arrest,  doctor?  Precious  little  arrest  there's  been 
I've  been  out  on  the  prairie  all  night.  What,  haven't  you 
heard  about  the  governor?  Good  lor'!  I  don't  know, 
what's  going  to  happen  to  us  all.  Do  you  think  we're  safe 
here?" 

"Safe  here?  What  do  you  mean,  man?"  the  doctor 
answered,  noting  the  other's  fear  u!  glances  round.  "  Why, 
what  ails  you  ?     What  about  Lablache  ?  " 

Others  had  now  appeared  upon  the  market-place  and 
Doctor  Abbot  saw  "  Lord  "  Bill,  dressed  in  a  grey  tweed 
suit,  and  looking  as  fresh  as  if  he  had  just  emerged  from 
the  proverbial  bandbox,  coming  leisurely  towards  him. 

♦•  What  about  Lablache,  eh  ?  "  replied  Thompson,  echo- 
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ing  the  doctor's  question  rueiully.  "A  pretty  nice  thing 
Horrocks  and  his  fellows  have  let  themselves,  and  us,  in 
for." 

Rill  had  come  up  now  and  several  others  had  joined  the 
group.  They  stood  by  and  listened  while  the  clerk  told 
his  story.  And  what  a  story  it  was  too.  It  was  vividly 
■^.inguinary,  and  enough  to  strike  terror  into  the  hearts  of 
his  audience. 

He  told   with  great  gusto  of  how  I^blache  had   been 
abducted.     How  the  pi)lice  horses  and  the  money-lender's 
had  been  stolen  from  the  stables  at  the  store.     He  dwelt 
on  the  frightful  horrors  committed  u()  at  the  Breed  camp. 
How  he  had  seen   the  police  shot  down   before  his  very 
eyes,  and  he  I  ecame  expansive  on  the  fact  that,  with  his 
owi:  hands,  Retief  had  carried  off  Horrocks,  and  how  he 
had  heard  the  raider  declare  his  intention  of  hanging  him. 
It  was  a  terrible  tale  of  woe,  and  his  audience  was  thrilled 
and  horrified.     "  Lord  "  Bill  alone  appeared  unmoved.     A 
close    observer    even    might    have    noticed    the    faintest 
suspicion  of  a  smile  at   the  comers  of  his  mouth.     The 
smile  broadened  as  the  sharp  doctor  launched  a  question  at 
the  narrator  of  terrible  facts. 

"  How  came  you  to  see  all  this,  and  escap- ?" 
Thompson  was  at  no  loss.  He  told  how  he  had  been 
sent  up  by  "Poker"  John  to  find  Horrocks  and  tell  him 
about  Lablache.  How  he  arrived  in  time  to  see  the  horrors 
Iieri)etrated,  and  how  he  only  managed  to  escape  with  his 
own  life  by  flight,  under  cover  of  the  darkness,  and  how, 
pur  ued  by  the  blood-thirsty  Breeds,  he  had  managed  to 
hide  on  the  prairie,  where  he  remained  until  daylight,  and 
then  by  a  circuitous  route  got  back  to  the  settlement.  ' 

"I  tell  you  what  it  is,  doctor,"  he  finished  up  con- 
sequentially, "the  Breeds  are  in  open  rebellion,  and, 
headed  by  that  devil,  Retief,  intend  to  clear  us  whites  out 
of  the  country  It's  the  starting  of  another  Riel  rebellion, 
and  if  we  don't  get  help  from  the  Government  quickly,  it's 
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all  up  with  us.  That's  my  opinion,"  and  he  gazed  patron- 
isingly  upon  the  crowd,  which  by  this  :ime  had  assembled. 
"Nonsense,  man,"  said  the  doctor  sharply.  "Your 
opinion's  warped.  Besides,  you're  in  a  blue  funk.  Come 
on  over  to  '  old  man '  Smith's  and  have  a  *  freshener. '  You 
want  bucking-up.  Coming,  Bill  ?  "  he  went  on,  turning  to 
Bunning-Ford.  "I  want  an  'eye-opener'  myself.  What 
say  to  a  'Collins'?" 

The  three  moved  away  from  the  crowd,  which  they  left 
horrified  at  what  it  had  heard,  and  eagerly  discussing  and 
enlarging  upon  the  sanguinary  stories  of  Thompson. 

"Poker"  John  was  already  at  the  saloon  when  the  three 
reached  the  door  of  "  old  man  "  Smith's  reeking  den.  The 
proprietor  was  sweeping  the  bar,  in  a  vain  effort  to  cUar 
the  atmosphere  of  the  nauseating  stench  of  stale  tobacco 
and  drink.  John  was  propped  against  the  bar  mopping  up 
his  fourth  "Collins."  He  usually  had  a  thirst  that  tO(ik 
considerable  (|uenching  in  the  mornings  now.  His  over- 
night potations  were  deep  and  strong.  Morning 
"nibbling"  had  consequently  become  a  disease  with  him. 
"Old  man"  Smith,  with  a  keen  eye  to  business,  systematic- 
ally mixed  the  rancher's  morning  drinks  good  and  strong. 

Bill  and  the  doctor  were  not  slow  to  detect  the  condition 
of  their  old  friend,  and  each  felt  deeply  on  the  subject. 
Their  cheery  greetings,  however,  were  none  the  le.s 
hearty.  Smith  desisted  in  ins  dust  occupation  and  pro- 
ceeded to  serve  his  customers. 

"We're  having  lively  times,  John,'  ,a  i  the  doctor,  aftrr 
emptying  his  "  Ions:  sleever."  Guess  Reu  "s  making  things 
•hum  '  in  Foss  River." 

"Hum?  Shout  is  more  like  it,"  drawled  Hill.  "You've 
heard  all  the  news,  John  ?  " 

"I've  enough  news  of  my  own,"  growled  the  rancher. 

"Been  up  all  night.  I  see  you've  got  Thompson  with 
you.  What  did  Horrecks  do  after  you  told  him  about 
Lablache  ?  "  he  went  on,  turning  to  the  clerk. 


r     :|        ! 
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word,    b.  y?"  he   said,    when  his   mirth 

"I    don't  doubt  your  word.     Only   I've 

the     night     up    at    the    Breed     camp 


Bill  and  the  .i.M,inr  cxchai.^ed  meaning  glances.     The 

clerk  having  n.„nd  a  fresh  audience  again  repeated  his  stiry 

Poker     John  listened   carefully.     At   the   close   of  the 

narrative  he  snorted  disdainfully  and  looked  from  the  clerk 

o  h.s  two  fnends.     Then  he  lau.hed  loudly.     The  clerk 

became  angry. 

word-'"''    ""''    ^'    ''"'"^"'''    ^"*   '^  y°"    ^°"bt    ™y 

"Doubt   your 
had   subsided, 
spent     most    of 
myself." 

^^  ••  And   were  you  there,  sir,  when   Horrocks  was  cap- 

"  No  I  was  not.  After  you  came  to  my  place  and  went 
on  to  the  camp,  I  was  very  uneasy.  .So,  after  a  bit.  I  go 
my 'hands 'together  and  prepared  to  follow  you  up  there 
Just  as  I  was  about  to  set  out,"  he  went  on,  turning  to  the 
doctor  and  B.ll.  "  I  .et  Jacky  coming  in.  Bless  yo'uTf  she 
hadn  t  been  to  see  the  pusky  herself.  You  know."  with  a 
shght  frown,  .that  child  is  much  too  fond  ofthosesku  king 
Breeds.      Well     anyway,   she    said  everything  was   S 

son^'shl  hL^'^  "'  'T  ^"''"  ^--"g^g-  to  Thorn; 
son  she  had  seen  nothing  of  Retief  or  Horrocks  or  any 
of  the  latter's  men.  We  just  put  our  heads  together  and 
she  convmced  me  that  I  was  right,  afterwhat  had  occu^ed 
at  the  store,  and  had  better  go  up.  So  up  I  went.  We 
searched  the  whole  camp.  I  guess  we  were  there  for  „^h 
on  hree  hours.  The  place  was  quiet  enough.  The"  ^Se 
s^^ll  danang  and  drinking,  but  not  a  blessed  sign  of 
Horrocks  could  we  find."  ** 

ThoLpsTn.''  ^''"^  ^°°'  ^'^°''  ^°"  «°^  '^''''  ^•^'"  P"»  in 

"Did  you  find  the  bodies  of  the  murdered  police?" 
asked  the  doctor  innocently. 

"Not  a  sign  of  'em,"  Uughed  John.     "There  were  no 
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dead  policemen,  and.  what's  more,  there  was  no  trace  of 
any  shootmg." 

The  three  men  turned  on  the  clerk,  who  felt  that  he 
must  justify  himself. 

YnJur^'^^'r"^''''!!"^  ^"""■-'''  ''''  >■''"   "^^^"^  '"y  words. 
You  11  hear  of  it  to-day,  sure." 

S^'^'vu  ^'",^^'^^'^  --^^^y  ^««-^rds  the  window  in  dis- 
gust.      I  he  clerk  annoyed  him. 

c.  "m'^'k^"'^'."''"  ^'"^  ^^'"'''"^  y°"  ^^e  mistaken.  I 
shou  d  have  discovered  some  trace  had  the  re  been  any 
shooting.  I  don't  deny  that  your  story's  tr.u-,  but  in  the 
excitement  of  the  moment  I  guess  you  got  rattled-and  saw 
inings. 

TimrJf'^u  '""^^'"^  '"^  '"'""^  "^^y-  ^'  »hat  instant 
B.ll  called  them  all  over  to  the  window.     The  bar  window 

overlooked  the  market-place,  and  the  front  of  Lablache's 
store  was  almost  opposite  to  it. 

rn,fnH  ^"^  HM  '""^"^f^^'  ''"'"  ^'  '^'  '^'^^  "'^^  gathered 

Others".  """  ^''°  '""^'"^  ^•'"'^'^  ^'^h  the 

"  Look  I "  Bill  smiled  grimly. 

A  buckboard  had  just  drawn  up  outside  LahL.  he's 
emporium  and  two  people  were  alighting.  A  crowd  had 
gathered  round  the  arrivals.     Th.re  was  no  mistaking  one 

to  fh    fr\  ^u'  ^°''°'"  "'^  '^^  ''"^  '-  g'^«  -^Pression 
o  the  thought  that  was  in  the  mind  of  each  of  the  in- 
terested spectators. 

"Lablache!  "  he  exclaimed  in  astonishment 
"And  Horrocks,"  added  "Lord"  Bill  quietly 
"Guess  he  wasn't  hung  then  after  all,"  said  "Poker" 
John,  turning  as  he  spoke.  But  Thompson  had  taken  his 
departure.  This  last  blow  was  too  much.  AndhefeU 
that  It  was  an  advantageous  moment  m  which  to  retire  to 
his  employers  store,  and  hide  his  diminished  head  amongst 


ffiJSS'L-t''   1^«^.. 
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"  That  youth  has  a  considi-rable  imagination."  The 
Hon,  Bunning-Ford  turned  from  the  window  and  strolled 
leisurely  towards  the  door. 

"  Where  are  you  going  ?  "  exclaimed  "  Poker "  John. 
"  To  cook  some  breakfast." 

"No,  no,  you   must   come   up  to   the  ranch  with  me. 
Let's  go  right  over  to  the  store  first,  and  hear  what  Lablache 
has  to  say.     Then  we'll  go  and  feed." 
Bill  shrugged.     Then, — 

"  Lablache  and  I  are  not  on  the  best  of  terms,"  he  said 
doubtfully.  He  wished  to  go  notwithstanding  his  demur. 
Besides  he  was  anxious  to  go  on  to  the  ranch  to  see  Jacky. 
The  doubt  in  his  tone  gave  John  his  cue,  and  the  old  man 
r;  fused  to  be  denied. 

"Come  along,"  he  said,  and  Jinking  his  arm  within  the 
other's,  he  led  the  way  over  to  the  store ;  the  doctor,  equally 
eager,  bringing  up  the  rear. 

Bill  suffered  himself  to  be  thus  led.  He  knew  that  in 
such  Cv^.Tipany  Lablache  could  not  very  well  refuse  him 
admission  to  his  office.  He  had  a  decided  wish  to  be 
present  when  the  money-lender  to...  his  tale.  However,  in 
this  he  was  doomed  to  disappointment.  Lablache  had 
already  decided  upon  a  plan  of  action. 

At  the  store  the  three  friends  made  their  way  through  the 
crowd  of  curious  people  who  had  gathered  on  the  unexpected 
return  of  the  chief  actors  in  last  night's  drama  ;  they  made 
their  way  quickly  round  to  the  back  where  the  private  door 
was. 

Lablache   wa-   within,   and  with   him    Horrocks.     The 
heavy  voice  of  the  money-lender  answered  "  Poker  "  John's 
summons. 
"  Come  in." 

He  was  surprised  when  the  door  opened,  and  he  saw 
who  his  visitors  were.  John  and  the  doctor  he  was  prepared 
for,  but  "  Lord  "  Bill's  coming  was  a  different  matter.  For 
an  instant  he  seriously  meditated  an  angry  objection.     Then 


i^mi^'vw 
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Aftc  all  the  man's  pres.n. .  could  do  n<.  harm,  and  he  felt 
^at  to  object  to  him,  would  be  to  quarrel  with   heranche 

Lablache  was  ensconced  in  his  basket  chair,  and 
Horrocks  was  at  the  ,r.at  man's  desk.  Neither  moUd  as 
the.r  visitors  entered.  The  troubles  .f  the  previous  nleh 
were  plamly  written  on  both  men's  faces.  Thl  wafa 
haggard  look  in  their  eyes,  and  a  generally  d'heveed 
appearance  about   their    dress.      Lablache    in   part^uW 

rothfH"""ri''    '"'    ""^'^y-      "«--^^    looked    1" 
troubled,  and  there  was  a  strong  air  of  determination  abo" 

"Poker"  John  showed  no  niceness  in  broaching  the 
subject  of  h.s  visit.  His  libations  had  roused  him  to  the 
proper  pitch  for  plain  speaking. 

"Well,  what  happened  to  you  last  night,  Lablache?     I 
guess  you're  looking  about  a.  blue  as  they  n.ake  'em.     Sav 

••  Ah.     ^Vho  told  you  about— about  me  ? " 
•'Your  clerk." 
"  Rodgers  ?  " 
"No,  Thompson." 

"  Ah  I     Have  you  seen  Rodgers  at  all  ?  " 
"No."    John  turned  to  the  other  two.     "  Have  you  ?" 
Neither  of  the  men  had  seen  the  clerk,  and  old  John 
turned  agam  to  Lablache.  "  jonn 

"  Why,  what's  happened  to  Rodgers  ?  " 

ranZr"'  °°Th'°"  "'  °"  '^'"  '"''  "«'"•"  "=»'  °"  'he 
rancher        Thts  matter  is  going  to  be  cleared  up.     I  have 

bee^thinktng   of  a   vigilance  committee.     We  can',  do 
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Lablache  shook  his  great  head.  To  the  doctor  and 
"  Lord  "  Bill  there  seemed  to  be  an  utter  hopelessness 
conveyed  in  the  motion. 

••  I  have  nothing  to  tell.  Neither  has  Horrocks.  What 
happened  last  night  concerns  ourselves  alone.  You  may 
possibly  hear  more  later  on,  but  the  telling  by  us  now  will 
do  no  good,  and  probably  a  lot  of  harm.  As  for  your 
vigilance  committee,  form  it  if  you  like,  but  I  doubt  that 
you  will  do  any  good  with  it." 

This  refusal  riled  the  old  rancher.  He  was  just  in  that 
condition  when  it  would  take  little  to  make  him  quarrel. 
He  was  about  to  rap  out  an  angry  retort  when  a  knock 
came  at  the  partition  door.  It  was  Thompson.  He  had 
come  to  say  that  the  troopers  had  returned,  and  wanted  to 
see  the  sergeant.  Also  to  say  that  Rodgers  was  with  them. 
Horrocks  immediately  went  out  to  see  them,  and,  before 
John  could  say  a  word,  Lablache  turned  on  him. 

"Look  here,  John,  for  the  present  my  lips  are  sealed. 
It  is  Horrocks's  wish.  He  has  a  plan  which  he  wishes  to 
carry  out  quietly.  The  result  of  his  plan  largely  depends 
upon  silence.  Relief  seems  to  have  sources  of  information 
everywhere.  Walls  have  ears,  man.  Now,  I  shall  be  glad 
if  you  will  leave  me.     I — I  must  get  cleaned  up." 

John's  anger  died  within  him.  He  saw  that  Lablache 
was  upset.  He  look,  d  absolutely  ill.  The  old  man's 
good  nature  would  not  allow  him  to  press  this  companion 
of  his  ranching  life  further.  There  was  nothing  left  for  him 
to  do  but  leave. 

As  he  rose  to  go,  the  money-lender  unbent  still  further. 

•'  I'll  see  you  later,  John,  I  may  then  be  able  to  tell  you 
more.  Perhaps  it  may  interest  you  to  know  that  Horrocks 
has  discovered  the  path  across  the  keg,  and — he's  going  to 
cross  it.     Good-bye.     So  long.  Doc." 

"  Very  well,  I  shall  be  up  at  the  ranch.  Come  along. 
Bill.     Jacky,  I  expect,  is  waiting  breakfast  for  us." 

Lablache  heard  the  old  man's  remark  as  the  latter  passed 


-IFm^   «??- 
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out  and  a  bitter  feeling  of  resentment  rose  within  him. 
He  feh  that  everything  was  against  him.  His  evil  nature 
however  would  not  let  him  remain  long  desponding.  He 
ground  h.s  teeth  and  cursed  bitterly.  It  had  only  wanted  a 
filhpsuchas  th»  to  rouse  him  from  the  curious  lethargic 

last  him""  '"'°  "'"'  '''  '""''^  "'*^^^'»  ^-"8»  had 

Do!:tor  "j!^LTa  '^'  ''^'^  ""'  ^"*  ^'^^  ^^"^  ^^e  store. 
Doctor  Abbot  drew  attention  ,0  the  moncy-knder's  words 

Gomg  to  cross   the   keg,   ch?     Well,    if    he's    really 

^scovered   the   path   it's   certainly   the  best  thing  to  d 

Hes  a  shar{)  man  is  Horrocks." 

"  He's  a  fool  I  " 

him"' kT"^'  "''"'^  '''  ""'J''""^'  '^^'  ^°^h  men  stared  at 
him.     If  they   were  startled  at  his  words,  they  were  still 
more  startled   at  the  set   expression  of  his  face.     Doc^o 
Abbot   thought  he  had  never  seen  the  s.souaa.r   mZ 
roused  out  of  himself. 
"Why— how?" 

"How?     I  tell  you,  man,  that  no  one  knows  that  path 
except  -  except -Retief,   and.    supposing    Horrocks  T 
discovered  it.  if  he  atten„,t.  .0  cro.s,  therJcan  only  t  one- 
should  b      :   r.'  '°l'r-     '   ^^"  >■-  ^h^^  it  is,  fhe  ma 
should^be  stopped.     It's  absolute  suicide-nothing  more 

So,n.  thing  in  the  emphasis  of  "  Lo:  : "  Kill's  words  kept 
the  others  silent  until  the  doctor  .ft  ,hen,  at  his  home 

the  ranch,  the  conversation  turned  back  to  the  events  of 
the  previous  evening. 

return  nn?r^  '^Z  ^:'""^   ^''^'  "^^'^'"S  '^'  °>d  "'^n''^ 
return,  on  the  verandah.     She  was  surprised  when  she  saw 

who  was  with   him.     Her   surprise  was  a   plea.ant  on^ 

however,  and  she  extend-.d  her  ha  .d  in  cordia'  welcome 

Come  right  ,n,  Bill.     Gee,  but  you  look  fit-and  slick  " 

inc  two  young  people  smiled  into  each  other's  faces, 


I 
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and  no  onlooker,  not  even  the  observant  Aunt  Margaret, 
could  have  detected  the  understanding  which  passed  in 
that  look.  Jacky  was  radiant.  Her  sweet,  dark  face  was 
slightly  flushed.  There  were  no  tell-tale  rings  about  her 
dark  eyes.  For  all  sign  she  gave  to  the  contrary  she  might 
have  enjoyed  the  full  measure  of  a  night's  rest.  Her  visit 
to  the  Breed  camp,  or,  for  that  matter,  any  other  adven- 
tures which  had  befallen  her  during  the  night,  had  left  no 
trace  on  her  beautiful  face. 

"  I've  brought  the  boy  up  to  feed,"  said  old  John.  •'  I 
guess  wl'II  get  right  to  it.  I've  got  a  '  twist '  on  me  that'll 
take  considerable  to  satisfy." 

The  meal  passed  pleasantly  enough.  The  conversation 
naturally  was  chiefly  confined  to  the  events  of  the  night. 
But  somehow  the  others  did  not  respond  very  eagerly  to 
the  old  rancher's  evident  interest  and  concern.  Most  of 
the  talking — most  of  the  theorising — most  of  the  sugges- 
tions for  the  stamping  out  ot  the  scourge,  Relief,  came 
from  him,  the  others  merely  contenting  themselves  with 
agreeing  to  his  suggestions  with  a  lack  of  interest  which, 
had  the  old  man  been  perfectly  sober,  he  could  not  have 
failed  to  observe.  However,  he  was  especially  obtuse  this 
morning,  and  was  too  absorbed  in  his  own  impracticable 
theories  and  suggestions  to  notice  the  others'  lack  of 
interest. 

At  the  conclusion  of  the  meal  the  rancher  took  himself 
off"  down  to  the  settlement  again.  He  must  endeavour  to 
draw  Lablache,  he  said.  He  would  not  wait  for  him  to 
come  to  the  ranch. 

Jacky  and  Bill  went  out  on  to  the  verandah,  and 
watched  the  old  man  as  he  set  out  with  unsteady  gait  for 
the  settlement. 

"  Bill,"  said  the  girl,  as  soon  as  her  uncle  was  out  of 
ear-shot,  "  what  news  ?  " 

•'Two  items  of  interest.  One,  the  very  best,  and  the 
other — the  very  worst" 


?« ■  immMWM^nim^'^m(^C9^ii  ^ 
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'•  Which  means  ?  " 

"No  one  has  the  least  suspicion  of  us-  and  Horrocks 

speaking.  The  look  wh.ch  accompanied  his  last  announce- 
""•"t  was  one  of  utter  dejection.  Jacky  did  norreply  fo^ 
an  m. -nt.  her  great  eyes  had  taken  on  a  look  of  deep 
any     -^  a?  .he  gazed  towards  the  muskeg  ^ 


be  done  to  stop  him?"  She  gazed 
V  face  of  the  tall  figure  beside  her 
•^  foolish." 

.r.     He's  headstrong  and  means  to 


c-n  ',  ,thif 
?[>•  :a!inr,'!y  ..    ir,u, 
iic"   s  'J  br.ktf  n\ii' 
Thav's   ]i  s.  it, 
M-c  t.  ,.  t;.Mn^  r. -:u^,,.     Had  I  thought  that  he'would  ev« 
...no    o.:emph.ing  s..h  a  suicidal  /Vat  as  attemp^^ 

nign  •       'y  O      .  i>  turns  me  sick  to  think  of  it  " 

•' Ht,y    'iill.  j.n't  talk  so  loud.     Do  you  think  anyone 
couM    dissuade    him?     Ul.la.he.   or4r   uncle'   foTt 

Bunning-i  ord  shook  his  head.     His  look  was  troubled 
Horrocks    ,s    not    the   man   to   be   turned   fron,    his 
purpose."  he  rep, ed.     "And  besides.  Ubiache  would  no 
attempt  such  a  thmg.     He  is  too  keen  to  capture-Retief  " 
with  a  buter  lau,.,.     '« A  life  more  or  less  would  not  upset 

I  don  t  think  he's  the  n.an  for  th.  task.     No,  lackv  '  he 
now  "w"f  "  "''I'r  ""^^  '^^  ''-'"^^  '^'^  'heir  co'ur  e 

weaken      Hirbl  '  H  k"'^'  '"•''"  ^'"^'"^^^-     ^^'^  "-'"'^ 
weaken.     His  blood  be  upon  his  own  head  " 

They  relapsed  into  silence  for  some  moments.     "  Lord  " 
'"11  1^  a  cigarette,  and  U-.nt  himself  against  one  of  the 

aken.     He  had  no  grudge  agamst  Horrocks  ;  the  ma„  u  is 

s'<^  .ea  to  be  an  exa"""!  i'f^H  e-n-a  -r  >i.     j  . 

-«"  "«*©&- '-'^ea  Sense  of  that  duly.     I'resentiv 
he  spoke  again.  ^        t^^<~nuy 


^^  <t.-»^»"  •  -^!^msff^m^mmtmitfff?m^' 
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"Jacky — do  you  know,  I  feel  that  somehow  the  tnd  of 
this  business  is  ap{)roaching.  What  the  end  is  to  be  I  can- 
not foretell.  One  thing,  however,  is  clear.  Sooner  or 
later  we  must  run  foul  of  people,  and  when  that  occurs — 
well,"  throwing  his  cigarette  from  him  viciously,  "it  simply 
means  shooting.     And — " 

'•Yes,  Bill,  I  know  what  you  would  say.  Shooting 
means  killing,  killing  means  murder,  and  murder  means 
swinging.  You're  right,  but,"  and  the  girl's  eyes  began  to 
blaze,  "before  that,  Lablache  must  go  under.  Whatever 
happens,  Bill,  before  we  decorate  any  tree  with  our  bodies, 
if  our  object  is  not  already  obtained,  I'll  shoot  him  with  my 
own  pistol.  I  guess  we're  embarked  on  a  game  that  we're 
going  to  see  through." 

"  That's  so.  We'll  see  it  through.  Do  you  know  what 
stock  we've  taken,  all  told?  Close  on  twenty  thousand 
head,  and— all  I^blache's.  They're  snug  over  at  'Bad 
Man's'  Hollow,  and  a  tidy  fine  bunch  they  are.  The 
division  with  the  boys  is  a  twentieth  each,  and  the  balance 
is  ours.  Our  share  is  ten  thousand."  He  ceased  speaking. 
Then  presently  he  went  on,  harking  back  to  the  subject  of 
Horrocks.  "  I  wish  that  man  could  be  stayed.  His  failure 
must  precipitate  matters.  Should  he  drown,  as  he  surely 
will,  the  whole  countryside  will  join  in  the  hue  and  cry.  It 
is  only  his  presence  here  that  keeps  the  settlers  in  check. 
Well,  so  be  it.  It's  a  pity.  But  I'm  not  going  to  swing. 
They'll  never  take  me  alive." 

"  If  it  comes  to  that.  Bill,  you'll  not  be  alone,  I  guess. 
You  can  gamble  your  soul,  when  it  comes  to  open  warfare 
I'm  with  you,  an'  I  guess  I  can  shoot  straight." 

Bill  looked  at  the  girl  in  astonishment.  He  noted  the 
keen  deep  eyes,  the  set  little  mouth.  The  fearless  expres- 
sion on  her  beautiful  face.  Her  words  had  fairly  taken  his 
breath  away,  but  he  saw  that  she  had  meant  what  she  said. 

••  No,  no,  girlie.  No  one  will  suspect  you.  Besides,  this 
is  my  affair.    You  have  your  uncle." 
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"Say,  boy,  I  love  my  uncle— I  love  him  real  well.  I'm 
working  for  him,  we  both  are-and  we'll  work  for  him  to 
the  last.  But  our  work  together  has  taught  me  something, 
Bill,  anJ  when  I  cotton  to  teaching  there's  nothing  that  can 
knock  what  I  learn  out  of  my  head.  I've  just  learned  to 
love  you.  Bill.  And,  as  the  :..ble  says,  old  Uncle  John's 
got  to  take  second  place.  That's  all.  If  you  go  under- 
well,  I  guess  I'll  go  under  too." 

Jacky  gave  her  lover  no  chance  to  reply.  As  he  opened 
his  hps  to  expostulate  and  took  a  step  towards  her  she 
darted  away,  and  disappeared  into  the  suung-room.  He 
followed  her  m,  but  the  room  was  empty. 

He  paused.     Then  a  smile  spread  over  his  face. 
"I   don't  fancy  we  shall  go  under,  little  woman"  he 
muttered,  "at  least,  not  if  I  can  help  it." 

He  turned  back  to  the  verandah  and  strolled  away  to- 
wards  the  settlement.  ' 
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THE    PAW   or   THE   CAT 

Lablachr  was  alone.  Horrocks  had  left  him  to  set  out  on 
his  final  effort  to  discover  Reticf's  iiiding  olace.  The  great 
man  was  eagerly  waiting  for  his  return.  Evening  was  draw 
mg  on  and  the  officer  had  not  yet  put  in  an  appearance, 
neither  had  the  money-lender  received  any  word  from  him. 
In  consequence  he  was  beginning  to  hope  that  Horrocks 
had  succeeded. 

All  day  the  wretched  man  had  been  tortured  by  horrid 
fears.  And,  as  time  passed  and  evening  drew  on,  his  mood 
became  almost  a  panic.  The  money-lender  was  in  a  deplor- 
able state  of  mind ;  his  nerves  were  shaken,  and  he  was 
racked  by  a  dread  of  he  scarce  knew  what.  What  he  had 
gone  through  the  night  before  had  driven  him  to  the  verge 
of  mental  collapse.  No  bodily  injury  could  have  thus 
reduced  him  ;  for,  whatever  might  have  been  his  failings, 
physical  cowardice  was  not  amongst  the  number.  Any 
moral  weakness  which  might  have  been  his  had  been  so 
obscured  by  long  years  of  success  and  i)rosperity,  that  no 
one  knowing  him  would  have  believed  iiim  to  be  so 
afflicted.  No,  in  spite  of  his  present  condition  Ublache 
was  a  strong  man. 

But  the  frightful  mental  torture  he  had  endured  at 
Retiefs  hands  had  told  its  tale.  The  attack  of  the  last 
twenty-four  hours  had  been  made  .igainst  him  alone,  at 
least,  so  Lablache  understood  it.  Reliefs  efforts  were  only 
in  his  direction;  the  raider  had  robbed   him   of  twenty 
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thousand  head  of  cattle;  he  had  burnt  his  beauciful  ranch 
out,  in  sheer  wantonmss  it  seemed  to  the  despairing  man  • 
what  then  would  be  his  next  move  if  he  were  not  stopped!^ 
What  else  was  there  of  his-Lablache's-that  the  Breed 
could  attark  ?  His  store- yes-yes  ;  his  store  i  That  was 
all  that  was  left  of  his  property  in  Foss  River.  And  then— 
wnat  then  ?  There  was  nothing  after  that,  except,  perhaps 
—except  his  life.  ^        ^ 

Ublache  stirred  in  his  seat  and  wheezed  heavily  as  he 
arrived  at  this  conclusion.  His  horrified  thoughts  were 
expressed  in  the  look  of  fear  that  was  ,n  his  lashlesseyes 

His  hfe-yes!  That  mu-t  l,e  the  raider's  culminating 
object.  Or  would  he  l.ave  h  ,n  tliat,  .so  that  he  mieht 
fuither  torture  him  by  burning  him  out  of  Calford  He 
pondered  fearfully,  nnd  hard,  practical  as  was  l„s  nature 
the  money-lender  allowed  his  imagination  to  run  riot  over 
possibilities  which  surely  his  cooler  judgment  would  have 
scoffed  at. 

lablache  rose  hurriedly  from  his  .hair.     It  only  wanted 
a  quarter  to  five.     I'uttin,  his  head  ti^r.ugh  the  partition 
doorway  he  ordered  his  astonished  clerks  to  close  up      He 
felt  that  he  could  not     ci..re  not  keep  the  store  open  longer 
I  hen  he  msperied  the   private  door  of  his  office      The 
spring  catch  was  fast.      He  locked  his  safe.     All  the  time 
he  moved  about  fearluhv-like  some  hunted  criminal      At 
last  he  returned  to  his  seat.     His  bilious  eyes  roved  over 
the  various  obJM-;     m  the  room.     A  hunted  look  was  in 
them.     His  mind  seemed  fixed  on  one  th  ught  alone- the 
coming  of  Retief. 

After  this  he  grew  more  calm.  IVrhaps  the  knowledge 
that  the  store  was  secure  now  ..gains  anv  intruder  helped 
to  .steady  his  nerves.  Then  h.  .larted-was  the  store 
secure  ?  He  rose  ag  in  and  went  to  the  window  to  put  ud 
the  shutter.  He  ga..d  .ut  towards  the  Foss  River  R  ,„ch 
and  as  ne  gazed,  he  saw  s..,ucune  ridin^j  iasi  toward,  the 
seitlement. 
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Tht:  horsc-tnan  came  nearer ;  the  sight  fascinated  the  great 
man.  Now  the  traveller  had  reached  the  market  place,  and 
was  com.ng  on  towards  the  store.  Suddenly  the  money- 
lenderrecogni.sedinthehorseman  one  of  Horrocks's troopers 
mounted  on  a  horse  from  John  .Xllandale's  stable  A  wild 
hope  leapt  up  in  his  heart  Then,  as  the  man  drew  nearer 
and  Lablache  saw  the  horrified  expression  of  his  face,  hope 
went  from  him,  and  he  feared  the  worst. 

The  clatter  of  hoofs  ceased  outside  the  office  door 
Lablache  stepped  heavily  forward  and  threw  it  open  He 
stood  framed  in  the  doorway  as  the  man  gasped  out  his 
terrible  news. 

••  He's  drowned,  sir,  drowned  before  our  eyes.  We  tried 
but  couldn't  save  him.  H.  w.uUi  go,  sir;  we  tried  to 
persuade  him,  but  he  would  go.  No  more  than  fifty  yards 
from  the  bank,  and  then  down  he  went.  He  was  out  of 
sight  in  two  minutes.  It  was  horrible,  sir,  and  him  never 
uttered  a  sound.  I'm  going  in  to  Stormy  Cloud  to  report 
an  get  instructions.     Anything  I  can  do,  sir  ?" 

So  the  worst  was  realised.  For  the  moment  the  money- 
lender could  find  no  words.  His  tongue  clove  to  the  roof 
of  h.s  mouth.  His  last  hope-the  last  barrier  between  him 
and  the  man  whom  he  considered  his  arch  enemy,  Retief 
seemed  to  have  been  shattered.  He  thought  not  of  the 
horror  of  the  policeman's  drowning;  he  felt  no  sorrow  at 
the  reckless  man's  ghastly  end.  He  merely  thought  of 
himself.  He  saw  only  how  the  man's  death  affected  his 
personal  interests.  At  last  he  gurgled  out  some  words. 
He  scarce  knew  what  he  said. 

"There's   nothing  to  be  done.     Yes— no-yes,   you'd 
better  go  up  to  the  Allandales."  he  went  on  uncenainly. 
1  hey  11  send  a  rescue  party." 

The  trooper  dashed  off  and  Lablache  securely  fastened 
the  door.  Then  he  put  the  shutter  over  the  window,  and, 
notwithstanding  that  it  was  broad  daylight  still,  he  lit  the 
lampw 
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Once  more  he  returned  to  his  protesting  chair,  into  which 
he  almost  fell.     To  him  this  last  catastrophe  was  as  the 
last  straw.     What  was  now  to  become  of  the  settlement  • 
vvhatwas  to  become  of  him?     Horrocksgone  ;  the  troopers 
withdrawn,  or,  at  least,  without  a  guiding  hand,  what  might 
Retief  not  be  free  to  do  while  tiic  settlement  awaited  the 
commg  of  a  fresh  detachment  of  police.     He  impotet,tly 
cursed  the  raider.     The  craven  weakness,  induced  by  his 
condition  of  nervous  prostration,  was  almost  pitiable.     All 
the   selfishness  which   practically  monopoli.sed    his   entire 
nature  dis|,layed  itself  in  his  terror.     He  cared  nothing  for 
others.     He  believed  that  Relief  was  at  war  with  him  alone 
He  believed  that  the  raider   sought  only  his  wealth- his 
wealth  which  his   years  of  hard  work  and   unscrupulous 
methods   had   laboriously  piled   up-the  wealth  he  loved 
and  lived  for— the  wealth  which  was  to  him  as  a  god      He 
thought  of  all  he  had  already  lost.     He  counted  it  up  in 
thousands,  and  his  eyes  grew  wide  with  horror  and  despair 
as  the  figures  mounted  up,  up,  until  they  represented  a  great 
fortune. 

The  long-suffering  chair  creaked  under  him  as  he  fJune 
himself  back  in  it,  his  pasty,  heavy-jowled  face  was  ghastly 
under  the  lash  of  despairmg  thought.  Only  a  miser,  one  (,f 
those  wretched  creatures  who  live  only  for  the  contemplation 
of  their  hoarded  wealth,  could  un.ierstand  the  feelings  of 
the  miserable  man  as  he  lay  back  in  his  chair. 

The  man  who  had  thus  reduced  the  money  lender  must 
have  understood  his  nature  as  did  the  inquisitors  of  old 
understand  the  weaknesses  of  their  victims.  For  surely  he 
could  have  found  no  other  vulnerable  spot  in  the  great 
man's  composition. 

T  u!'\^'*  '^"''^  °^  ^^^  trooper's  news  began  to  pass. 
Lablache  s  mind  began  to  balance  itself  again.  Such  a 
state  of  nerves  as  was  his  could  not  la.t  and  the  man  remain 
=>ane.  Possibly  th^  .ught  that  he  was  still  a  rich  man 
came  to  his  aid  sibly  the  thought  of  hundreds  of 
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thousands  of  dollars  sunk  in  perfect  securities,  in  various 
European  centres,  toned  down  the  gricvoiisiuss  of  his 
losses.  Whatever  it  was  he  grew  calmer,  and  with  calmness 
his  scheming  nature  reasserted  itself. 

He  moved  from  his  seat  and  helped  himself  liberally  to 
the  whisky  which   was  in  his  cabinet.      He  needed   the 
generous  spirit,  and  drank  it  off  at  a  gulp.     His  chair  behind 
him  creaked.     He  started.     His  ashen  face  became  more 
ghastly  m  its  hue.     He  looked  round  fearfully.     Then  he 
understood,  and  he  wheezed  heavily.     Once  more  he  sat 
himself  down,  and  the  warming  spirit  steadily  did  its  work 
Suddenly  his  mind   leapt  forward,  as  it   were,  from  its 
stagnatory  condition   of  abject  fear.     It  travelled  swiftly, 
rged  by  a  pursuing  dread  over  plans  for  the  future.     The 
guiding  star  of  his  thought  was  safety.     At  all  costs  he 
must  find  safety  for  his  property  and  himself.     So  long  as 
Relief  was  at  large  there  couUl  l.e  no  safety  for  him  in  Foss 
River.     He  must  get  away.     He  must  get  away,  bearing 
with  him  the  fruits  which  yet  remained  to  him  of  his  life's 
toil.     He  had   contemplated  retiring   before.     His   retire- 
ment from  business  would  mean  ruin  to  many  of  those  who 
had  borrowed  from  him  he  knew,  and  to  those  on  whose 
property  he  held  mortgages  as  security.     But  that  could  not 
be  helped.     He  was  not  going  to  allow  himself  to  suffer 
through   what  he  considered  any  h  imanitarian  weakness 
Yes,  he  would  retire-   get  away  from  the  reach  of  Reticf 
and  his  companions,  and — ah  ! 

His  thoughts  merged  into  another  channel—a  rhannel 
which,  under  the  stress  of  his  terrors,  had  for  the  moment 
been  obscured.  He  suddenly  thought  of  the  Allandales. 
Here  for  the  instant  was  a  stumbhiig  block.  Or  should  he 
renounce  his  passion  for  Jacky?  He  drummed  thought- 
fully with  his  finger-tips  upon  the  arms  of  his  chair. 

No,  why  should  he  give  her  up  ?  Something  of  his  old 
nerve  was  returning.  He  held  all  the  cards.  He  knew  he 
could,  by  foreclosing,  ruin  "  Poker  "  John.     Why  should  he 
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PTC  the  girl  up,  and  see  her  calmly  secured  by  that  cursed 
Bunnmg-Ford  ?  His  bilious  eyes  half  closed  and  his  sparse 
eyebrows  drew  together  in  a  deep  concentration  of  thought. 
Then  presently  his  forehead  smoothed,  and  his  lashless  eyes 
gleamed  wickedly.  He  rose  heavily  to  his  feet  and  laboured 
to  and  fro  across  the  floor,  with  his  beefy  hands  clasped 
behind  his  back. 

••  Excellent-Excellent."  he  muttered.  " The  devil  could 
not  have  designed  it  better."  There  was  a  grim,  evil  smile 
about  his  mouth.     «'  Ves.  a  game-a  game.     It  will  tickle 

u  It";  ^."i    """  ^^'■'■>' ''"'  •">■  f^"^Pose-     The  mortgages 
which  I  hold  on  his  property  are  nothing  to  me.     Most  are 
gambling  debts.     For  the  rest  the  interest  has  covered  the 
principal.     I  have  seen  to  that.     But  he  is  in  arrears  now. 
Oood--good.     Their  abandonment   represents  no  loss  to 
me— ha,  ha."     He  chuckled  mirthlessly.     "  A  little  game— 
a  gentle  flutter,  friend  John,  and  the  stakes  all  in  my  favour 
But  I  do  not  intend  to  lose.     Oh,  no.     Ti.c  girl  might  out- 
wit me  ,f  I  lost.     I  shall  win.  and  on  my  wedding  day  I 
shall  be  magnanimous-good."     He  unclasped  his  hands 
and  rubbed  them  together  gleefully. 

"The  uncle's  consent -his  persuasion.  She  will  do  as 
he  wishes  or  -  ruin.  It  is  capital  -  a  flawless  scheme. 
And  then  to  leave  Foss  River  for  ever.  God,  but  I  shall 
be  glad,  with  a  return  to  his  nervous  dread.  He  looked 
about  him,  eagerly,  his  great  paunchy  figure  pictured 
grotesquely  beneath  the  pssty,  fearful  face. 

•'Now  to  see  John,"  he  went  on,  after  a  moment's  pause 
How-how  ?     I  wish  I  could  get  him  here.     It  would  U- 
better  here.     There  would  be  no  chance  of  listening  ears 
Besides,  there  is  the  whisky."     He  paused  again  thinking. 
Ves,     he   muttered  presently.     -  Delay   would    be   bad 
1    must   not   give   my  enemy   time.     At   once-at  once 
Nothing  hke   doing  things  at  once.     I  must  go  to  John 
am-   and  he  looked  dubiously  at  the  darkened  window- 
when  I  return  it  will  be  dark."    He  picked  up  his  other 
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revolver  and  slipped  it  into  his  breast  pocket.     "Yes  yes 
I  am  getting  foolish-old.     Come  along,  my  friend,  we  will 

He  seized  his  hat  and  went  to  the  office  door.  He 
paused  with  his  hand  upon  the  lock,  and  gave  one  final  look 
round,  then  he  turned  the  spring  with  a  great  show  of  de- 
termmation  and  passed  out. 

It  was  a  difTcNtnt  man  who  left  the  little  office  on  that 
evenmg  to  the  man  who  had  for  so  many  years  governed 
the  destmies  ol  the  smaller  ranching  world  of  the  Foss 
River  district.  He  had  truly  said  that  he  was  getting  old- 
hut  he  did  not  quite  realise  how  old.  His  enemies  had 
done  their  work  only  too  well.  The  terrible  consequences 
of  the  nignt  of  terror  were  to  h-ive  far-reaching  results. 

The  money-lender  set  out  for  the  ranch  bristling  with 
eagerness  to  put  into  execution  his  hastily  conceived  plan. 
He  found  the  old  rancher  in  his  sanctum.  He  was  alone 
brooding  over  the  calaniitv  which  had  befallen  the  police- 
officer,  .ind  stimulating  his  tliou-ht  with  silent  " Dippings" 
at  the  whisky  bottle.  He  was  in  a  semi-maudlin  condition 
when  the  money-lender  entered,  and  greeted  his  visitor  with 
almost  childish  effusion. 

I^blache  saw  and  understood,  and  a  sense  of  satisfaction 
came  to  him.  He  hoped  his  task  would  be  easier  than  he 
had  anticipated.  His  evil  nature  ro.se  to  the  occasion  and 
for  the  moment,  his  own  troubles  and  fears  were  forgotten' 
There  was  a  cat-like  licking  of  the  lips  as  he  contemplated 
the  [)itiful  picture  before  him. 

"  Well?"  said  old  John,  looking  into  the  other's  face  with 
a  i)air  of  bloodshot  eye.s,  as  he  re-seated  himself  after  rising 
to  greet  his  visitor.     "  Well,  poor  Horrocks  has  gone- 
gone,  a  victim  to  his  sense  of  duty.     I  guess,  Ublache 
there  are  few  men  would  have  shown  his  grit."  ' 

"Grit!  Yes,  that's  so."  The  money-lender  had  been 
about  to  say  ••  folly,"  but  he  checked  himself.  He  did  not 
want  to  offend  "  Poker  "  John— now. 
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"  Yet.    The  poor  fellow  was  too  8„od  for  his  work."  he 
went  on,  m  tones   of  commiseration.       "Tis   indeed  a 
caustrophe  John.     And  we  are  the  loser.  bTh.     I  re' 
now  that  I  d.d  not  altogether  agree  with  hi  Jwhen  h  Tr 
came  amongst  us. '  *- "»3i 

John  ragged  his  head.     He  looked  to  be  near  weeping. 

His  companion's  sympathetic  tone  was  almost  too  much 

or  h.s  wh.sky-laden  heart.     But   L.blache  had  not  Ti^e 

h^e  to  discuss  Horrocks,  or.  f.,r  that  matter,  to  sympathL 

ZIh  .  «:^y;^^^^f  *^-k  of  niat,hood  before  L      He 
w  shed  to  find  out  first  of  all  if  anybody  was  about  whom 

h    OH     '°"''"''^'  '"^  ^^'■'"  '"  '"^^^"  »^'«  proposition  UDon 
o'rc^l^rThin^"""-     "^'  ''-'''''  '^^  ''^  '-^ '-  -  -^ 

"Yes '^'"'  ^^'  ^°"*  '"^°  ^^"^'"y  Cloud  to  report?" 

"And  who  are  they  likely  to  send  down  in  place  ah- 
of  the  unfortunate  Horrocks,  think  you  ?  " 

'•Can't  say.  I  guc-ss  they'll  send  a  good  man.  I've 
asked  for  more  men." 

state^'   old    man    roused    somewhat    fr.,m    his    maudlin 

"m«^H*'**Vf  °t";°'''  J"hn,"said  the  money-lender. 
What  does  Jacky  think  about-the^e  it.ings?" 
The  question   was  put  carelessly.     John  yawned    and 

poured  out  a  "tot"  of  whisky  for  his  friend 

Guess  I  haven't  seen  the  child  since  breakfast      Sh, 

seemed  to  take  it  badly  enough  then."  ' 

"Thanks.     Aren't  you   going   to  have  one?"  as    |-,  „ 

pushed  the  glass  over  to  the  other.  ' 

"Why,  yes,  man.     Never  bhuk  my  liquor." 
He  dashed  a  quantity  of  raw  spirit  mto  his  da^s  and 

^ank  .t  off.     Lablache  looked  on  Ji.h  ,nn.nse  i^!":.:  ' 

?urr^tur/"H  ■ '  '"''  "''^'"'■""S  ^""^^'f  ^--^  'he 

furniture  as  he  went,  moved  ,.ver  to  the  French  window 

and  closed  u.    Then  he  lurched  heavily  ba.  k  into  hrchL> 
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again.     His  eyes  halt  closed      But  he  roused  at  the  sound 
of  Lablache's  guttural  tones. 

"John,  ol.l  ftienc^."  Muddled  as  he  was  the  imncher 
started  at  the  term.  '•  I've  mme  to  have  a  long  chat  with 
you.  1  his  morning  I  could  not  talk.  I  was  too  broken  up 
—too,  too  ill.  Now  listen  and  you  shall  hear  of  all  that 
happened  last  night,  and  then  you  will  the  better  be  able 
to  judge  of  the  wisdom  of  my  decision." 

John  listened  while  Ublache  told  his  tale.  The  money- 
lender embellished  the  facts  s|,ghtly  so  as  the  further  to 
em{)hasise  them.  Then,  at  the  conclusion  of  the  story  of 
his  night's  doings,  he  went  on  to  matters  which  concerned 
his  future. 

•'  Yes,  John,  there  is  nothing  left  for  me  but  to  get  out 
of  the  country.  Mind  this  is  no  sudden  determination,  but 
a  conclusion  I  have  long  arrived  at.  These  disastrous 
occurrences  have  merely  hastened  my  plans.  I  am  not  s<. 
young  as  I  was,  you  know."  with  an  attempt  at  lightness 
"1  simply  dare  not  stay.  I  fear  that  Relief  will  soon 
attempt  my  life." 

He  sighed  and  looked  for  sympathy.  Old  John  seemed 
too.imazed  to  respond.  He  had  never  realised  that  the 
raiders  elTorts  were  solely  directed  against  Ublache.  The 
money-lender  went  on. 

"And  that  is  why  I  have  come  to  you,  my  oldest  friend 
I  leel  you  should  be  the  first  to  know,  for  with  no  one  else 
in  hoss  River  have  1  lived  in  such  perfect  harmony.    And 
besides,  you  are  the  most  interested." 

The  latter  was  in  the  tone  of  an  afterthought.     Strangeh 
enough  the  careless  way  in  which  it  was  spoken  carried  the 
words  well  home  to  the  rancher's  muddled  brain. 
"Interested?"  he  echoed  blankly. 

"Why,  yes.  Certainly,  you  are  the  most  interested.  I 
mean  from  a  monetary  point  of  view.  You  see,  the  winding 
up  of  my  business  will  entail  the  settling  up  of~er— mv 
books."  ' 


i 


i  I 


;C  K"  \.^£^..:-k:SMi!y-'iMi£^:f^ 


THE  PAW  OF  THL  CAT 


a6y 


••¥«.»  said  the  rancher,  with  d<.ubtful  understandir... 
you  a?eT„7J:-^^^  "'^  '">'  "'-"■"«  "  »°  ^ow-er-Lw 

But -but  -man."       The  rancher  spluttered  for   w,>rds 
o  express  h.mself.     ,  h.s  was  the  n.oney-lender's  op    . 
tunity,  and  he  seized  it.  ^^ 

aUogether  a  free  agent.    My  affairs  are  so  m.xc.i  u,,  with  "he 
affa.rs  of  the  Calford  Trust  and  I^oan  Co.     The  pe/od   , 
one  of  your  mortgages,  for  instancc-the  heav.est  by  the 
way-has  long  expired.     It  has  not  been  renewed.     The 
interest  .s  m  arrears.     This  nmrtgage  was  arranged  by  Z 
jomtly  wu     the   Calford   Trust  and   Loan  Co.     Wll 
retire  it  w.li  have  to  be  settled  up.      Being  ...y  friend  I  h^. 
not  troubled  you,but  doubt.ess'the  co.  Jy  w     ' /v  "   : 
sennment  about  ,t.     As  to  the  others  Jthey  are  debts"" 

John"  V     ""■.''"'' ''^'" ''''^^^  -"  have 'to  be   c'ded 
John.     You  w.Il  C.I  course  be  able  to  meet  them  "  ' 

"God  man,  but  I  can't,"  old  John  exclaimed.  "I  teU 
you  I  can't."  he  reiterated  in  a  despairing  voice. 

Lablache  shrugged  his  obese  shoulders. 

"That  is  unfortunate." 

"But,  Ublache,"  said  the  rancher,  gazing  with  drunker, 
earnestness   mto  the   other',   face,    -.^.u   wUi  L/pt: 

"Why  no,  John,  of  course  not-as  far  as  I  am  i.crson 
ally  concerned.     I   have  known   you  too  lon/an  i  h^" 

rurfamTb^"^  '"'  ^"^->""-     ^o   no.  M^Tf 
S^dirj^^^^Sd^"''^'"""'^---^^. 


more 


joined   him   and   they  silently  drank 


i-oicer    John  set  his  empty  glass  down 


first 


14 


MICROCOPY   RESOLUTION   TEST   CHART 

(ANSI  and  ISO  TEST  CHART  No.  2) 


1.0 

It  itt 

|i^  1 

i^ 

112.2 
12.0 

I.I 

1.8 

1.4 


jg     /APPLIED  IIVMGE     Ir 


1653  East   Moin   Street 

Rochester.    New   York         14609       USA 

(716)   482  -  0300  -  Phone 

(716)   288  -  5989  -  Fax 


Ill 


Ji   > 


266      THE  STORY  OF  THE  FOSS  RIVER  RANCH 

"Now  Lablach.'.  about  these  lia-liabilities,"  he  said 
with  a  hiccui).     "What  is  to  be  done?" 

"  Well,  John,  we  are  friends  of  such  old  standing  that 
I  don't  like  to  retire  from  business  and  leave  you  in- 
convenienced by  the  process.  Perhaps  th^re  is  a  way 
by  which  I  can  help  you.  I  am  very  wealthy  —  and 
wealth  is  a  great  power — a  very  great  power  even  in 
this  wild  region.  Now,  suppose  I  make  a  proposition 
to  you." 
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CHAPTER    XXIV 


"poker"     JOHN 


ACCEPTS 


"  Ah  ! " 

There  was  a  tone  of  drunken  suspicion  about  the  ex- 
clamauon  which  was  not  lost  on  Lablache. 

"If  you    were    suddenly    called    upon    to   meet   your 
liabilities  to  me    Tohn  "   «aiH    tu  .  ^ 

'.K  ,j  •'       '     ^'°   ^"^"  money-lender,  sm'iVuw 

"how  would  it  fix  you?"  auuung, 

"It  would  mean  ruin,"  replied  John,  hoarsely. 
Lablache   cleared   his    throat   and    snorted.      Then    he 
smiled  benignly  upon  his  old  companion. 

to   h?"'''  ^T  "'u^'  ^  '^°"^^^-     '''^"'  y«"'^e  not  going 
to   be   ruined -by    me.     I'm   going   to    burn    the   mort 

mTelf-'  ""'^  ""'  ^'^   Calird 'Trust  and  Loan  Co. 
The  rancher  feared  to  trust  his  ears. 
"That  is  if  you  are  willing  to  do  something  for  me  " 
In  his  eager  hope  John   AUandale  had  leant  forward 
^o  as  not  to   miss  a  word   the  other  said.     Now,  how- 
ever,  he  threw  himself  back   in   his   chair.      Some  sus 

HeirV^'K  ""f-     ^'  ""Sht  have  been  intuition. 
He  knew  Lablache  well.     He  laughed  cynically. 
1  hat  s  more  like  you,"  he  said  roughly. 
"One    moment,"    said    the    money-lender;    the  smile 

TJtl'Z ''  'T.  "''''  ^'^''^  s-^  -^•- 

Hell  wipe  out  your  debts  if  you'll  tell  your  niece  that 
you  want  her  to  marry  me  " 
"I'll— I'll_» 
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"Hold  on,  John,"  with  upraised  hand,  as  the  old 
man  purpled  with  rage  and  started  to  shout. 

"  I'll  see  you  damned  first ! "  The  rancher  had  lurched 
on  to  his  feet  and  his  fist  came  down  wiih  a  crash  upon 
the  corner  of  the  table.     Lablache  remained  unmoved. 

"Tut  tut,  man;  now  listen  to  me."  The  old  man 
towered  unsteadily  over  him.  "I  can't  understand  your 
antipathy  to  me  as  a  husband  for  your  niece.  Give  ycur 
consent — she'll  do  it  for  you— and,  on  my  wedding  day, 
I  burn  those  mortgages  and  I'll  settle  100,000  dollars 
upon  Jacky.  Besides  this  I'll  put  200,000  dollars  into 
your  ranch  to  develop  it,  and  only  ask  ten  per  cent,  of 
the  profits.  Can  I  speak  fairer?  That  girl  of  yours  is 
a  good  girl,  John;  too  good  to  kick  about  the  prairie. 
I'll  make  her  a  good  husband.  She  shall  do  as  she 
pleases,  live  where  she  likes.  You  can  always  be  with 
us  if  you  choose  It's  no  use  being  riled,  John,  I'm 
making  an  honest  proposition." 

The  rancher  calmed.  In  the  face  of  such  a  generous 
proposal  he  could  not  insult  Lablache.  He  was  de- 
termined, however.  It  was  strange,  perhaps,  that  any 
suggestion  for  his  influence  to  be  used  in  his  niece's 
choice  of  a  husband  should  have  such  a  violent  effect 
upon  him.  But  "Poker"  John  was  a  curious 
mixture  of  weakness  and  honour.  He  loved  his  niece 
with  a  doting  affection.  She  was  the  apple  of  his  eye. 
To  him  the  thought  of  personal  benefit  at  the  cost  of 
Iier  happiness  was  a  sacrilege.  Lablache  understood 
this.  He  knew  that  on  this  point  the  rancher's  feelings 
amounted  to  little  short  of  mania.  And  yet  he  per- 
sisted. Johns  nature  was  purely  obstinate,  and  obstinacy 
IS  weakness.  Tiie  money-lender  knew  that  obstinacy 
could  be  broken  down  by  steady  determination.  How- 
ever, time,  with  him,  was  now  everything.  He  must 
clinch  the  dtal  with  as  little  delay  as  possible  if  he 
Aould   escape  from  Foss   River  and  the  ruinous  attacks 
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of  Relief.  This  thought  was  ever  present  with  him  and 
urged  h.m  to  press  the  old  man  hard.  If  John  Allan- 
dale  would  not  be  reasonable,  he.  Lablache,  must  force 
an  acceptance  of  his  terms  from  him. 

The  rancher  was  mollified.     His  dulled  brain  suddenly 
saw  a  loop-hole  of  escape. 

wu^T,r"  ""^^^  ""^'^  ^"°"gh'  Lablache.     But  say. 
ask  the  child  yourself."  ' 

The  other  shook  his  massive  head. 

"I  have — she  has  refused." 

"Then  why  in  thunder  do  you  come  to  me?" 

» .^^"f  ^J.'^^'  ^^^  ^^^'"  '"  ^^^  '■^"^'^^'^'s  blood-shot  eyes 
Why?     Because  she   will   marry   me  if  you   choose. 
She  can't  refuse— she  dare  not." 

"Then,  by  God,  I'll  refuse  for  her—" 

He  paused   disconcertedly  in   his  wrath.      Lablache's 
cold  eyes  fixed  him  with  their  icy  stare 

"Very  well,  John,"  said  Lablache.  with  a  contemptuous 
shrug.  You  know  the  inevitable  result  of  such  a  hasty 
decision  It  means  ruin  to  you-beggary  to  that  poor  child  " 
His  teeth  snapped  viciously.  Then  he  smiled  with  his 
mouth  "I  can  only  put  your  de-refusal  down  to  utter 
unworthy  selfishness."  ' 

"  Not  selfishness,  Lablache-not  that.     I  would  sacrifice 
everything  in  the  world  for  that  child—" 

fort.^' p^i  ^°"'"  ,°r.  P^^^^"'-e-your  own  personal  com- 
forts Bah,  man  !"  with  scathing  contempt,  «'your  object 
must  be  plain  to  the  veriest  fool.  You  do  not  wish  to  lose 
her.  You  fear  to  lose  your  best  servant  lest  in  consequence 
you  find  the  work  of  the  ranch  thrust  upon  your  own 
hands.  You  would  have  no  time  to  indulge  your  love  of 
play.  You  would  no  longer  be  able  to  spend  three  parts  of 
^TJZ  't  'u^  '"^."'Smith's  filthy  bar.  Your  conduct 
IS  laudable,  John— it  is  worthy  of  you. " 

T.h^^'^'^  ,^^^  expected  another  outburst  of  anger,  but 
John  only  leered  in  response  to  the  other's  contempt 
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Drunk  as  he  was,  the  rancher  saw  the  absurdity  of  the 
attack. 

"  Piffel  ? "  he  exclaimed.  ••  Now  see,  when  Jacky  comes 
in  you  shall  hear  what  she  has  to  say." 

"Poker"  John  sn  ilea  with  satisfaction  at  his  own  'cute- 
ness.  He  felt  that  he  had  outwitted  the  astute  usurer. 
His  simplicity,  however,  was  of  an  infantile  order. 

"  That  would  be  useless."     Lal)ln(  he  did  nut  want  to  be 
confronted   with   Jacky.     "My    nmid    is   quite   made  up. 
The     Calford    Trust    will    begin     proceedings    at    once 
unless — "  '  ' 

"  Unless  i  give  my  consent." 

The  satisfaction  had  suddenly  died  out  of  John  Allan- 
dale's  face.  Even  in  his  maudlin  condition  he  understood 
the  relentless  purpose  which  backed  the  money-lender's 
proposal.  To  his  credit  be  it  said  that  he  was  thinking 
only  of  Jacky— the  one  being  who  was  dearer  to  him  than 
all  else  in  the  world.  For  himself  he  had  no  thought— he 
did  not  care  what  happened.  But  he  longed  to  save  his 
niece  from  the  threatened  catastrophe.  Hi;  seared  old 
face  worked  in  his  distress.  Lablaohe  beheld  the  .5ign,  and 
knew  that  he  was  weakening. 

"Why  force  me  to  extremities,  John?"  he  said  presently. 
"If  you  would  only  bv-  reasonable,  I  feel  sure  you  would 
have  no  matter  for  regret.  Now,  suppose  I  went  a  step 
further."  *^ 

"No— no,"  weakly.  There  followed  a  pause.  John 
Allandale  avoided  the  other's  eyes.  To  the  old  man  the 
silence  of  the  room  became  intolerable.  He  opened  his 
lips  to  speak.  Then  he  closed  them— only  to  open  them 
again.  "But— but  what  step  do  you  propose?  Is— is  it 
honest?" 

"Perfectly."    Lablache  was  smiling  in  that  indulgent 

manner  he  knew  so  well  how  to  assume.  "  And  it  might 

appeal  to  you.     Pressure  is  a  thing  I  hate.  Now— suppose 
we  leave  the  matter  to— to  chance." 
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"Chance?"  The  rancher  questioned  the  other  doubt- 
fully. 

'■  ^es-why  not  ?  "  The  money-lender's  smile  broadened 
and  he  leaned  forward  to  impress  his  hearer  the  more 
surely.     "  A  Uttie  game-  a  ganu-  of  p<,ker,  eh  ?  " 

John  Allandale  shook  his  head.  He  lailtd  to  grasp  the 
other's  meaning. 

"I  don't  understand,"  he  said,  struggling  with  the 
liquor  which  fog-ed  his  dull  brain. 

"No,  of  course  you  don't,"  easily.  "Now  listen  to  me 
and  I'll  tell  you  what  I  mean."  'I'he  mun.ylendrr  spoke 
as  though  addressing  a  wavward  child.  -  I  he  >takcs  >}.  HI 
be  my  terms  against  your  influence  with  jacky.  It  you  win 
you  keep  your  girl,  and  I  cancel  your  mongages;  if  J  win 
I  marry  your  girl  under  the  conditions  I  have  already 
offered.  It's  wholly  an  arrangement  for  your  benefit.  All 
I  can  possibly  gain  is  your  girl.  Whichever  way  the  game 
goes  I  must  pay.  Saints  alive -but  what  an  old  fool  I 
am  ! "  He  laughed  constrainedly.  "  For  the  sake  of  a 
pretty  face  I'm  going  to  give  you  everything— but  there," 
seriously,  "I'd  do  more  to  win  that  sweet  child  for  i.'.y 
wife.     What  d'you  say,  John?" 

There  could  be  no  doubt  that  Lablache  meant  what  he 
said,  only  he  might  have  put  it  difieruitly.  Had  he  said 
that  there  was  nothing  at  which  he  would  stop  to  secure 
Jacky,  it  would  have  been  more  in  keeping  with  the  facts. 
He  meant  to  marry  the  girl.  His  bilious  eyes  watered. 
There  was  a  sensual  look  in  them.  His  heavy  lips  parted 
and  closed  with  a  sucking  smack  as  though  expressing 
appreciation  of  a  tasty  morsel. 

John  remained  silent,  but  into  his  eyes  had  leapt  a  gleam 
which  told  of  the  lust  of  gaming  aroused.  His  look— his 
whole  face  spoke  for  him.  Lablache  had  primed  his  hook 
with  an  irresistible  bait.     He  knew  Lis  man. 

"See,"  he  went  nn,  as  the  other  remained  silent,  "this 
iS  the  way  we  can  arrange  it.      We  will  play  'Jackpots' 
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only.  The  best  seven  out  of  thirteen.  It  will  be  a  pretty 
^ame.  .n  wh,ch,  from  an  outsider's  point  of  view,  I  alone 
ran  be  the  loser.     If  I  win  I  shall  consider  myself  amply 

hTh  .  ..  T  '"n  """'"'■  ''''''  ^"  ^'^P--'-  rnovement'of 
he  hands,  <'I  w.ll  take  my  chance~as  a  sportsman  should. 

I  love  your  niece.  John,  and  will  risk  everything  to  win  her. 

Now,  thmk  of  u.     It  will  be  the  sweetest,  prettiest  gamble 

And,  too,  thmk  of  the  stake.     A  fortune,  John-a  fortune 

forjou.     And  for  me  a  bare  possibUity  of  realising  my 

The  old  gambler's  last  vestige  of  honour  struggled  to 
make  Itself  apparent  in  a  negative  movement  of  the  head 
But  the  n.ovement  would  not  come.     His  thoughts  were  of 
the  game,  and  ere  yet   the  last  word,  of  the  moncv-lender 
had   ceased    to    sound,    he   was    captured.     The  '  satanic 
cunnmg  of  the  prop,..!  was  l.st  upon  his  sodden  intellect 
t  was  a  contempt.bk ,  pitiable  piece  of  <  hicanery  with  which 
Lablache  sought  to  trap  the  old  n.an  into  giving  his  con- 
sen    and  assistance.     The  money-lender  had  no°ntent.on 
ot   losing  the  game.     He  knew  he   must  win.     He  was 
merely   resorting   to   this    means    because    he    knew   the 
gambling  spirit  of  the  rancher.     He  knew  that  "  Poker '' 
John  s  obstmacy  was  proof  against  any  direct  attack  ;  that 
no  persuasion  would  induce  the  consent  he  desired      The 
method  of  a  boxer  pounding  the  body  of  an   opponent 
whom  he  knows  to  be  afflicted  with  some  organic  weak- 
ness of  the  heart  is  no  more  cowardly  than  was  Lablache's 
proposal.  * 

The  rancher  still  remained  silent.  Lablache  moved  in 
his  chair ;  one  of  his  great  fat  hands  rested  for  a  moment 
on  John's  coat  sleeve. 

b^Z'^.^h^?""''^^'   '''■''  "'^^   ^    ^"^-^'  whistling 
breath      '  Shall  you  play-play  the  .ame  ?     It  will  be  a 

.rand  fin :,le  to  the  many-er-ccnlortable  games  we  have 

p!a>-ed   together.       Well?      Thirteen    'Jackpots,'  John- 
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••  And— and  if  I  consented--mir,d,  I  only  say  '  if."'     The 
rancher's  face  twitched  nervously. 

"  You  would  stand  to  win  a  fortune— and  also  one  for 
your  nifce." 

«« Yes— yes.     I  might  win.     My  luck  may  turn." 
"  It  must— you  cannot  alwa\s  lose." 

"Quite  right-    I  must  win  soon.     It  is  a  great  ofTer-a 
splendid  stake." 
"It  is." 

"Yes-yes,  Lablarhe,  I  will  play.     God,   man  !     I  will 
play  you  ! 

Beads  of  sweat  stood  on  John  Allandale's  forehead  as  he 
literally   hurled   his   arce|,tance    .t   his   companion.      He 
accepted  in   the  manner  of  one  who  knows  he  is  setting  at 
defiance  all  honesty  and  right,  urged  to  such  a  course   by 
an  all  mastering  passion,  which  he  is  incapable  of  resisting 
Strange  was  the  nature  of  this  man.     He  knew  himself  .as 
It  IS  given  to  few  weak  men  to  know  themselves.     He  knew 
that  he  wished  to  d..  this  thing.     He  knew,  also,   that  he 
was  aomg  wrong.     Moreover  he  knew  that  he  wished  to 
stand  by  Jacky  and  be  true  to  his  great  affection  for  her 
He  was  under  the  influence  of  potent  spirit,  and  yet  his 
thoughts  and  judgment  were  clear  upon  the  subject      His 
mania  had  possessed  him  and  he  would  play  from  choice- 
and  ail  the  while  he  could  hear  the  voice  of  conscience 
ratmg  him.     He  would  have  preferred  to  plav  now,  but  then 
he  remembered  the  quantity  of  spirit  he   had  consumed. 
He  must  take  no  chances.     When  he  played  Lablache  he 
must  be  sober.     The  delay  of  one  night,  however,  he  knew 
would  bring  him   agonies  ofremor.e,  therefore  he  would 
sett  e  everyti.mg  now  so  that  in  the  throes  of  conscience  he 
couk:  not  refuse  to  play,     he  feared  delay.     He  feared  the 
vacillation  which  the  solitary  hours  of  the  night  might  bring 

tohim    He  leantforwarda.dthicklyurged the  money-lender 
When  shall  it  be?     Quick,  man,  let  us  have  no  delay. 
The  time,  Lablache — the  time  and  place." 
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Labi-  che  wheezed  unctuously. 

— er VRB  "a  .       .  Dusiness.     I  he  piace 

-^r    yes.       A    moment's    thouKlit   whilst    thp    ^.T^k 
.^..ed  „i,h  i™pa.ie„ce.     "Ah,  I  k,„,  "     Tha    LpT"  ^ 
shed  on  your   fif,y.a„.  p,s,„,     Exccilo,,..    '  Z      ^a 
lv.ng,„„m  ,„,..    You  u.^d  ,o  keep  a  man  the'  ' 

"To-morrow,  Lai.lache.  It  must  be  to-morrow  I 
could  r^ot  wau  longer,'  i.okc  in  theother,  in  a  "rh'skv 
w.th  eagerness  and  liquor.  .'A,ter  lark,  when  no  one  can 
sec  us  going  out  to  the  shed.     No  on    nu.a  L-,         t  T 

nnnd-„o  one.    Jack,  .„   norC.roV^Ll'tt 

ni2r'-f°;r'arin..>f^:z:!rL^: 

Lablache  was  pleased  wuh  the  rancher's  suggestioT    It 
deky     now.     He  must  get  away  from  Foss  River  without 

"Yes— yes.    Mum's   the   word."     "Poker"   Tnhn    • 
d,ca,ed  his  approval  with  an  upward  iJtUlT.Z 

^^^^■'or:^^  "--^  -d^  :dTu.^rt:i^ 

bin":!'"'  °"  ™' '°  '"'  "°"'y-'»der  and  tool.  ,he  other 

"I  drink   to  the  game,-  he  said   haltingly.     "Mav 
fortune  come  my  way."  *iay_ 

^^^Lablache  nodded  comprehensively  and  slowly  raised  his 

the  g?me"""  "  '""  '"''""'     ''''''''''''  '  ^^^^  ^^at  I  win 
The  two   men  silently  drank.    After  which   Lablache 
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turned   to  go      He   paused  at   the   French   window  and 
plunged  his  hand  into  his  coat  pocket. 

The  night  was  dark  outside,  and  ai:ain  he  became  a  prey 
.0  h,s  moral  terror  of  the  half-hrcd  raider.     H.  drew  out 

In'LT   tk'"^u^''""''^   "'^"  ^''^   '^^^-     '^'he  weapon  was 
loaded.    Then  he  turned  to  oIq  John  who  was  sunng  at 

"It's  risky  for  me  to  move  about  at  night,  John.  I  fear 
Retief  has  not  done  with  me  yet.  dood-ni^ht,"  and  he 
passed  out  on  to  the  verandah. 

Lablache  was  the  victim  of  a  for.t,o.i,ng.  It  is  a  ru.to.n 
to  laugh  at  foref.odings  and  set  thrui  ,h>^-n  to  the  vi.'aries 
of  a  disordered  stomach.  We  lau.uh  too  at  superstition. 
Yet  how  often  do  we  find  that  the  portentous  .ig.n.icance 
of  these  things  is  actually  realised  in  fact.  Lablache 
dreaded  Retief. 

What  would  the  next  twenty-four  hours  bring  forth? 
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CHAPTER    XXV 

UNCLE   AND   NIECE 

Lab  ache  had  taken  his  departure  the  oW  rar^cher  sat  dnnk 
ing  far  into  the  night.     With  earh  fr«cK 
scic"ce  henm,.  1  "^^^^  potation  his  con 

scu  ,ce  oecamt-  less  persistent    n   its  Drote^f      H 

-d,  wrapping  „;„,., f  in  a'l^jj  ovcrcoa     flu„.  hi""?! 
upon  a  couch,  whce  he  again  sou  h,  sdr;.  „"!'" 

douched  hims'e  f  „i  hid. at  "Th""."  ''''™°'"  ""^ 
..Chen  in  ^.h  or  co.ee  ".rwhi^o  ^Zt^ 

presence,  a  good   breakfast,  an.l   occupation   ^^M  >, 
6.ven  bin,  strength  to  carry  o'u,  the  ^cSrcf  "L^: 


M 


UNCLE  AND  NIECE  ,y^ 

challenpe  wh.ch  his  rcnu.rsc  su.g.stci.  Howcv.-r.  ncn-  ..f 
these  th.ng.  were  at  hand,  and  John  Alland.lc  .ot  ..u,    ro 

m  r4;u  '•  "T  "k-  """'"^  "^'^'-""^  '  ^"-  ^'  "o  d 
man  bm.tl,  s.  Somethmg  to  puli  hini  t.^vthcr  before  he 
encountered  his  niece,  he  told  hi.nself.  '^ 

It  was  a  fatal  delusion.     '-Old   man  "  Smith  sold  dr.nlc 
f^>r  gam.      I  he  n.ore  he  sold  the  (k  ttcr  hr  h'e.l  if 

Ananda.eV.Conms-'developed.a.n:::;^:^,dL;;;; 

;u;L^rr^r;orit,^rr'^>'^''^'-^^^- 

...  n  ■    .      I.    .  'irtalvfast   Ins  remorse  was  Dushed 

In  spite  of  his  devotion  to  the   Ixntle  John  Alland.le 

hf  food    , '  '""''"'' ''  "^  '^^'^'  "J^--^  '"•"'  -Hi  ''^-  ''-•a 

h.s    food   almost    untasted.      Remorse  was  deadened  but 
conscience  was  yet  unsdenced  withm  hm,.     Every  tint  she 

spok.Mohm,   every  time  he  encountered  her  pie  eg'   e 
eyc-s  he  felt  h.mself  to  be  a  worse  than  Judas,    ^n  his  'ouTh 

exaggerated  way  he  told  lun.self  that  hi  was  sellinKh.s  frl 

gone  da>s.     He  en.;eavoured  to  persua<ie  himself  that  what 
he  was  domg  was  for  the  best,  and  certainly  that    t  wa 
forced  upon  him.     He  would  not  admit  that  his  mal  fo 

t'et:  7';  Tl  ^^^'°^  •"  ^'^  ^-^'I--e  of  L^Nach^ 
to™m   ''"^".^"y- however,  his  thoughts  became  intolerable 
to  h.m.  and  when  Jacky  at  last  remarked  on  the  fact  that 
he  was  eatmg  nothing  and  drink.ng  onlv  his  coffJe    he 

rrefrrth:\"b/'^"^T     "^  ^""'^^^  his'chatr  l^ck'and 
rosejrom  the  table,  and,  muttering  an  excuse,  tied  from  the 

Her  uncle's  precipitate  flight  alarmed  Jacky  She  had 
seen,  as  anybody  wuh  half  an  eye  could  L,  Lt  he  had 
had  a  heavy  n.ght.  The  bleared  eyes,  the  pufTed  hds  the 
workmg.  nervous  face  were  simple  enough  evidence  She 
knew,  too,  that  he  had  already  been  dr4,ng  tht  norn.ng 
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Hut  these  things  were  not  new  to  her,  only  painful  facts 
wluch  she  was  unable  to  alter;  but  his  strange  behavTou 

-nd  lack  of  appet.te  were  things  to  set  her  thinking 

She  was  a  very  active-.ninded  girl.     It  was  not  her  wav 

to  s,t  wondcrm.'  and  puzzling?  over  anything  she  couW  n.^ 

pTotr 'h-  ^  '-'  '  '"-^^^  °^  -"'"^  ^ '-''  "u-a'^ 
sens  X      A?r  "^"'^^^^^P'^"«^'-  -  the  most  con^mon 
sense  »vay.     After  giving  her  uncle  time  to  leave  the  house 
-intuition  told  her  that  he  would  do  so-she  rL.^ 

Sdlr  an     ^''^"  ^^^  '"-^^  ^  ^^^  ^-^^  Z.    E 
fZr!  of  h       '"r''  ^?-^''  '"'"'"""^-     She  saw  the  burly 
figure  of  her  uncle  walking  swiftly  down  towards  the  sett  1 
ment  and  ,n  the  direction  of  the  saloon  ^' 

She  turned  with  a  sigh  as  a  servant  entered. 

4:1  fo7;::  '^J:^  "'^^'^  ^^^'^  ^-^^  -^^-^'^e  asked. 

"  Oh  ! " 

"No,  miss,  but  Mr  Lablache  was  here 
your  uncle  for  a  long  time-in  the  office." 
iJui  become  in  with  Mr  Allandale?" 

'Oh,  no,  miss,  the  master  didn't  go  out.     At 
that  I  know  of.     Mr  Laf,]ache  didn't  call  exactly.     I  think 
he  just  came  straight  to  the  office.    I  shouldn't  have  kfown 

is  Sii?^'  '^^'  7'f  '^^-J"^^'  ^"''  ^  '"°'"ent>  though.  Sav 
•s  S  las  around?  Just  find  him  and  send  him  right  alonJ' 
Tell  him  to  come  to  the  verandah."  ^  ^' 

The  servant  departed,  and  Jacky  sat  down  at  a  writing 
table  and  wrote  a  note  to  "Lord"  Bill    ^'^  *^  *  ^".ng. 
brief  but  direct  in  its  tone  The  note  wa« 


He  was  with 


At  least  not 


"Can 


That 
turc 


you  see  me  this  afternoon  ?    Shall  be  in  after  tea." 


.at  was  all  she  put,  and  added  her  strong,  bold  sign^ 
to  It.    Silas  came  to  the  window  and  she  gave  him  the 


UNCLE  AND  NIECE 


»79 


note  with  instructions  to  deliver  it  into  the  hands  of  the 

Hon.  Bunning-Ford. 
The  letter  dispatched  she  felt  easier  in  her  mind. 
What  had  Lallaehe  been  closeted  with  her  uncle  for? 

1  his  was  the  (,uestion  which  puzzled-nay,  alarmed  her. 
She  had  seen  her  uncle  early  on  the  previous  evening,  and 
he  had  seemed  happy  enough.     She  wished  now,  when  she 
had  returned  from  visiting  Mrs  Abbot,  that  she  had  thought 
to  see  ,f  her  uncle  was  in.     It  had  become  such  a  custom 
for  him  lately  to  be  out  all  the  evening  that  she  had  long 
ceased  her  childhood's  custom  of  saying  "(lood  night »  to 
hmi  before  retiring  to  bed.     One  thing  was  certain,  she  felt 
her  uncles  strange  behaviour  this  morning  was  in  some 
way  due  to  LP.blache's  visit     She  meant  to  find  out  what 
that  visit  meant. 

To  this  end  several  plans  occurred  to  her,  but  in  each 
case  were  abandoned  as  unsuitable. 

•  "^°',?^^  murmured  at  last.  "  I  guess  I'll  tax  hi,,,  with 
It.  Hell  tell  me.  If  Lablache  means  war,  weil-I've  a 
notion  he'll  get  a  hustling  he  don't  consider." 

Then  she  left  the  sitting-room  that  she  might  set  about 
her  day  s  work.     She  would  see  her  .,n<:Ie  at  dinner-time 

Poss  River  had  not  yet  risen  to  the  civiiis.d  state  of  late 
dinners  and  indigestion.  Early  rising  and  Hard  w,,rk 
demanded  early  meals  and  hearty  fce<iir,g.  Dinner  g.  n.r- 
ally  occurred  at  noon-an  hour  at  which  European  sori.,, 
thinks  of  taking  its  dijcuner.  By  r.sing  late  soci.iv  can 
thus  avoid  what  little  fresh,  wholesome  air  there  is  '.,>  he 
obtained  in  a  large  city.  Civilisation  jibs  at  early  ris;rr. 
Joss  River  was  st:ll  a  wild  and  savage  country. 

At  noon  Jacky  came  in  to  dinner.'  She  had  not  seen  her 
uncle  since  breakfast.  The  old  man  had  not  returned  from 
the  settlement.  Truth  to  tell  he  wish,  d  to  avoid  his  niece 
as  much  as  possible  for  to-day.  As  dinner-time  can.e  round 
he  grew  nervous  and  uncomfortable,  and  was  half  inclined 
to  accept  "old  man"  Smith's  inviutiun  to  dine  at  the 


m^'^^^^mmm. 


M^ 


\v 

I" 


280     THE  STORV  OF  THE  FOSS  RIVER  RANCH 

saloon.     Then  he  realised  that  this  would  onlv  alarm  lackv 
and   set    her    think.ng.       Therefore   he    plu- ked   up     h 

the  ranch.     W  hen  a  man   looses  his  last  grip  on  his  self- 

li.mself  that  he  was  betraying  his  niece's  affe.  tion,  and 
with  this  assurance  he  told  himself  that  he  was  the  lowest 
down  cur  m  the  country.  The  natural  consequence  to  a 
man  of  h.s  habit  and  propensity  was-drink.  The  on! 
ume  ,n  h,s  life  when  he  should  have  refrained  fuZ 
ndulgence  he  drank;  and  with  each  drink  he  made  th^ 
fatalprom.se  to  himself  that  it  should  be  the  last 

When  Jacky  saw  him  swaying  as  he  came  up  towards  the 
house  she  could  have  cried  out  in  very  anguish.  It  smite 
her  to  the  heart  to  see  the  old  man  Jhonf  sne  so  loved  „ 
this  condition.  Vet  when  he  lurched  on  to  the  ver.ndah 
she  smiled  lovingly  up  into  his  face  and  gave  no  si X 
she  had  any  knowledge  of  his  state 

"Come  right  along,  uncle,"  she  said  gaily,  hnking  her 
arm  within  his  '<  dinner  is  on.  You  must  he  good' and 
hungry,  you  made  such  a  poor  breakfast  this  mon^ing." 

Yes,  child   I  wasn't  very  well,"  he  mumbled  thickly 
"Not  very  well— now."  t"'<-Kiy. 

th^  Jn°"  P°°'/""'  "°™^  ^J°"g'"  ^nd  she  led  him  in  through 
the  open  window.  v^ugu 

During  the  meal  Jacky  talked  incessantly.     She  talked  of 
everything  but  what  had  upset  her  uncle.     She  avoided 
any  reference  to  Lablache  with  great  care.     But.  in  spite  of 
her  cheerfulness,  she  could  not  rouse  the  degenerate  o.d 
man.     Rather  u  seemed  that,  as  the  meal  progressed,  he 
became  gloomier.     The  truth  was  the  girl's  apparent  hght 
heartedness  added  to  his  self-revilings  and  maSe  him  feel 
more  criminal  than  ever.     He  ate  his  food  mcchanicaUy 
and  he  drank  glass  after  glass  of  ale.  ^' 

Jacky  heaved  a  sigh  of  relief  when  the  meal  was  over 
She  fe';  that  she  could  not  much  longer  have  kept  up  I^ 
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unde.,.,  ds  the  eff.c,  „f  a  good  din„;  upon"  ^nl^ 
whom  she  centres  her  affec.ion  ;  possibly  £  is  ,he  Zral 
maternal  mstTnct  for  his  well-being  me  natural 

nig'hl","*'  ""''  '"  '"'""'^'■^  ~-  '»  -e  you  for  last 

The  question  was  abrupt.     It  had  the  effV^rt  r.e  i        ■ 
the  rancher  back  to  his  .L  with  a  linUt^h'  '""^'"^ 
Eh?     he  quened,  blinking  nervously. 
What  did  he  comt  for?"  Jacky  persisted. 
The  g,rl  could  be  relentless  even  with  her  uncle. 
Lablache-oh-er--talk    bus  -  busVe^s,   child-bus' 

"t;    iTt        '  m"P^^'  ^^  '^'  "P  ^--  hL  c     fr  aga  n" 
But  Jacky  would  not  let  him  -o  ^ 

';  Wait  a  moment,  uncle  dear^^  I  want  to  talk  to  you      I 

his  Cheek  twitched  painru1i;::r:i?';ttdt^^^^^^^ 
girl  s  sombre  eyes.     - 1  d,.n't  oftc n  .^et  a  chancfof  t.l 
to  you  now,"  she  went  on,  with  a  shght  to       "of  bi U  r  esT 

he  Sr'  ':.'"'  "'^"^  ^'^^  ^^-^''  ^-blache.     Igue" 
he  didn  t  pass  the  evenmg  talking  of  Retief-and  wh5t  he 
intends  to  do  towards  his  capture'    Sav  „.  ri       u 
it  about  ? »  ^        ■     ^''^'  "'  *^^^'  *hat  was 

The  old  man  gra.ped  at  the  suggestion. 
Yes— yes,  child.     It  was  Retief  " 

"Int  t^'  "'"'"■    ■'■"=  ^'"  "-  -'  'i--ed. 
could  n«'  "  •'°'"'  ''""'"'"  "'^"'-     «^  """"i  »"'  "ed  but 
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The  old  man  turned 


Her  inne  was  a  moral  pressure, 
for  relief  to  his  avuncular  authority. 

"I  must  go.    You've  no  right-question  me,"  he  stuttered. 
I  refu — 

"No,  uncle,  you  won't  refuse  me."  The  girl  had  risen 
and  had  moved  round  to  where  the  old  man  sat.  She 
fondled  him  lovingly  and  his  attempt  at  angry  protest  died 
withm  him.  "Come,  dear,  tell  me  all  about  it.  You  are 
worried  and  I  can  help  you.  What  did  he  threaten  you 
with?  I  suppose  he  wants  money,"  contemptuously. 
How  much  ? "  t-  J 

The  old  drunkard  was  powerless  to  resist  her  loving 
appeal.  ^ 

He  was  cornered.    Another  might  have  lied  and  so 
escaped,  but  John  Allandale's  weakness  was  such  that  he 
had  not  the  courage  to  resort  to  subterfuge.     Moreover, 
there  was  a  faint  spark  of  honour  flickering  deep  down  in 
his  kmr ,,  '^eart.     The  girl's  affectionate  display  was  surely 
tanning  u.rx  spark  into  a  flame.     Would  the  flame  grow  or 
would  It  sparkle  .'p  for  one  brief  moment  and  then  go  out 
from  pure  lack  of  fuel.     Suddenly  something  of  the  truth 
of  the  cause  of  her  uncle's  distress  flashed  across  Jacky's 
m;ud.     She  knew  Lablache's  wishes  in  regard  to  herself. 
Ferhaps  she  was  the  subject  of  that  interview. 

"Uncle,  it  is  I  who  am  causing  you  this  trouble.  What 
IS  It  that  Lablache  wants  of  me  ?  »  She  asked  the  question 
with  her  cheek  pressed  t<i  the  old  man's  face.  His  whisky- 
laden  breath  reeked  in  her  nostrils 

Her  question  took  him  un:  ;  ,  and  he  started  up 
pushing  her  from  him. 

"Who-who  told  you,  girl?"     His  bleared  eyes  were 

here  '"^^"^  "^°°    ^^'"'    ^""^    *^^^    ^*^''''    ^^"""^""y   '"^° 

"  I  thought  so,"  she  exclaimed,  smiling  back  into  the 

troubled  face.     «'  No  one  told  me,  uncle.     I  guess  that 

beast  wants  to  marry  me.     Say,   uncle,  you  can  tell  me 
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everything  right  here.     I'll  help  you.     He's  smart,  but  he 
can't  mate  with  me." 

"No'^uI's^hI    "^!^^"PS'^^  ^°  ^°l'^ct  his  thoughts. 
No    buts    dear.     I've  refused  Lablache  once.     I  Ruess 

him  someP    Now-^J^t  did  he  say'p''' "^''  "° '  ^'  '^°"^ 

despll^ek^Vh'"  r'   ',''''"  ^*^^  °^^    ^^^    protested 
desperately.     Then  he  weakened  further  before  those  deeo 

^eadfast  eyes.      "DonWpress  me.      Don '-press   me"' 

H.s  voice  contained  maudlin  tears.  "I'm  a  vill'n    .Wl 

m  worse.     Don'-look  a'  me-like  that.    JaWa'v 
I've— sol'— you  1 "  J*  y— ja  y— 

The  miserable  old  man  flung  himself  back  in  his  chair 
and  his  head  bowed  until  h.s  chin  sank  heavily  u^nh" 
ches  .  Two  great  tears  welled  into  his  bloodshot  ej^s  and 
trickled  slowly  down  his  seared  old  cheeks.  It  was  a 
gfable  sight     Jacky  looked  on  silently  for  a  LmLt 

Se  h?;V'°.  T  '^"^  '^^^"  °^  'hat  picture  of  despair 

She  had  heard  the  old  man's  words  but  took  no  heed  of 

hem.     She  was  thinking  very  hard.     Suddenly  she  seemed 

torVhTt^thf  pri^jr  '''  ^-  -^  -  ^  ^ad  thing 
Her  uncle  raised  his  bowed  head.     Her  smiling  face 
dned  his  tears  and  put  fresh   heart  into  him.     He  had 
expected  bitter  invective,  but  instead  the  girl  smiled 

Jacky's  task  now  became  a  simple  one.     1  merT  maiter 
of  pumping.     Sharp  questions  and  rambling  r"pL      b 
by  bit  she  learned  the  story  of  Lablache's  proposal  and  the 
manner  in  which  an  acceptance  had  been'forced  upon  he 

Shad'Ltn  gllir^ria  t^V^^'  ""-^  '''  "^"^^ 
au  ueen  gieaL^-d.     At  last  she  was  sat  sfied  with  h^r 

cross-examination.  "^^ 

She  rose  to  her  feet  and  passed  her  hand  with  a  caressing 
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rnovement  over  her  uncle's  head,  gazing  the  while  out  of  the 
window.     Her  mmd  was  made  up.     Her  uncle  needed  her 

^^1""\  "'  'u-P  '^°"'^  ^'  ^'^-  She  condoned  his 
faults  ;  she  saw  nothing  but  that  which  was  lovable  in  his 
weakne-is.  Hers  was  now  the  strength  to  protect  him,  who, 
m  the  days  of  his  best  manhood  had  sheltered  her  from  the 
cruel  struggles  of  a  life  in  the  half-breed  camp,  for  such 
belnVerTot*"'        ''"P^^""'^"^  f^^her.  must  otherwise  have 

Now  she  looked  down  into  that  worn,  old  face,  and  her 
brisk  business-hke  tones  roused  him  into  new  life 

"Uncle,  you  must  meet  Lablache  and  play-the  same 
For  the  rest,  leave  it  to  me.  All  I  ask  is-no'more  wE 
to-day.  Stay  right  here  and  have  a  sleep.  Guess  you  m  ght 
go  an' he  down.  I'll  call  you  for  supper.  Then  you'll  be 
fit.  One  thing  you  must  remember :  watch  that  ugly- 
faced  cur  when  you  play.  See  he  don't  cheat  any.  I'll 
tell  you  more  before  you  start  out.  Come  right  along  now 
and  have  that  sleep."  ^  '^ 

The  old  man  got  up  and  the  girl  led  him  from  the  room. 
She  saw  him  to  his  bedroom  and  then  left   him.     She 
decided  that,  for  herself,  she  would  not  leave  the  house 
unul  she  had  seen   Bill.     She  must  get  her  uncle  sob 
before  he  went  to  .^eet  Lablache. 
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CHAPTER  XXVI 

IN   WHICH   MATTERS    REACH   A    CLIMAX 

Foss  River  Settlement  was.  at  the  time,  a  very  small 
place,  and  of  practically  no  importance.     I    was  brouTh 

Fo'  'V    '^^'\^\"'^hes    employed   considerable    labour 
Fosb  River  might  be  visited  by  an  earthouake   pnH 
vded  the  earthquake  was  not' felt  !1  w^e.^ .^  ^^^^^ 
would  not  be  likely  to  hear  of  it  for  wee  U     tV 
of  .he  Western  ciLs  we.  in 'Ihttrt  cy,  .„7cTrS 
themselves  „,,h, he  news  of  .heir  o„„  towns  and  fev"    ' 

o  Th'reH ?     "o  "■'"'^''  "■'''  '"^>™<'  'he  understand  " 
of  their  editors.     Progress  m  the  West  was  very  slow 
almost  at  a  standstill.  '  ^'°"— 

reD'l«InS','''"''°'"°"°'^''=  "'^  P°"<=^  '"'d  "'"Mrawn  to 
thSabsen  :  """'^  -S-"'--"-     No  one  felt  alarn.  « 

;£^:-S:sCe^ri:o7-h^eZ^^^^^^^^^^ 

-n  a  4  noe  ..^  man  to  bring  Retiefto  ^:  Te^- 

he  younger  members  of  the  settlement  and  distrie   were 

formtng  themselves  into  a  vigilance  committ,  o.    The  elde  s 

mat :::  'izt  '"^  ^°""«^'  '"'•'■'' «"  -  --d  iTi 

He    7,  T" '°  «"  '°  ">'  P°l''=^ ;  "»"  *e  younger 

of  the  ..ttiement  decided  to  act  for  themselves. 


This  was  the  condition  and  fe 


time  of  the  death  of  Horrocks  :  ihi 


ng  in   I'us ,  River  at  the 


wis  the  state  of  affairs 
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when  the  insouciant  Bill  leisurely  strolled  into  the  sitting- 
room  at  the  Foss  River  Ranch,  about  the  time  that 
Joaquma  Allandale  had  finished  her  tea.  With  the 
^mih'arity  of  the  West,  Bill  entered  by  the  French  window. 
His  lazy  smile  was  undisturbed.  He  might  have  been 
paymg  an  ordinary  call  instead  of  answering  a  summons 
which  he  knew  must  be  a  matter  of  emergency,  for  it  was 
understood  between  these  two  that  private  meetings  were 
tabooed,  except  when  necessity  demanded  them. 

Jacky's  greeting  was  not  reassuring,  but  her  lover's 
expression  remained  unchanged,  except  that  his  weary  eye- 
lids further  unclosed. 

.    "  ^';^''.  ''^'•■^  side-tracked,  Bill,"  she  said  meaningly. 

The  line  s  blocked.     Signals  dead  against  us." 

Bill  looked  into  her  eyes  ;  then  he  turned  and  closed  the 
window,  latching  it  securely.  The  door  was  closed.  His 
keen  eyes  noted  this. 

"  What  do  you  mean  ?  " 

The  girl  shrugged. 

"The  next  twelve  hours  must  finish  our  came  " 
"Ah!"  ^ 

"Yes,"  the  girl  went  on,  "it  is  Lablache's  doing.     We 
must  settle  our  reckoning  with  him  to-night." 
Bill  flung  himself  into  a  chair. 

"Will  voj  explain?  — I  don't  undersUmd.  May  I 
smoke  ?  " 

Jacky  smiled.  The  request  was  so  unnecessary.  She 
always  liked  Bill's  nonchalance.  It  conveyed  such  a 
suggestion  of  latent  power. 

"Yes,  smoke,  Bill;  smoke  and  get  your  thinking  box  in 
order.     My  yarn  won't  take  a  deal  of  time  to  tell      But  it'll 
take  a  deal  of  thought  to  upset   Lablache's   last  move 
without — shootin'." 

"Urn— shooting's  an   evil,   but    sometimes— necessary 
What's  his  racket?" 
The  girl  told  her  story  quickly.    She  forgot  nothing.    She 
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never  allowed  herself  to  fall  into  the  won.anly  mistake  of 
omitting  details,  ho. 1  CM er  >,mall. 

Bill   fully  appreciated  her  cleverness   in   this  directioi. 

o?the°^  o  T  '^''  '''  '''^  ''"^''""y-    A'  ^he  conclusion 
of  the  story  he  sat  up  and  rolled  armtoer  cigarette 

"  And  your  uncle  is  upstairs  in  bed  ?  " 
"  Yes.  when  he  wakes  I  guess  he'll  need  a  bracer.     He'll 
be  sober      He  must  play.     Lablache  meins  to  win." 
Yes,  he  means  to  w.n.     He  has  had  a  bad  scare." 
What  are  we  going  to  do  ?  " 

tJX'/"^  7u\^"'  '°''''  "^'""'y-     Sh^  ^'^  by  his  manner 
that  he  was  thinking  rapidly. 

«  Wh'at^^^'  ""''  ''"  interrupted-with  another  scare." 

Bill  shrugged  and  laughed. 

"  What  are  you  going  to  do  ?" 

"  Burn  him  out— his  store.     And  then—" 

*'  And  then  ?  "  eagerly. 

"  ^«^'^f  '^"I  be  present  at  the  game.  Tell  him  what  has 
happened  and-if  he  doesn't  leave  Fo.s  kiver-shoorhinT 
Mortgages  and  all  records  of  debts,  etc..  are  in  his  stored' 

lovt^%acTlh'  '7^?T1-  ^'^  ''''  "^  ^'•^'"«  '"^^  her 
lovers  face.     They  talked  a  little  longer,  then  Bill  rose 

;|  Eleven  o'clock  to-night  you  say  is  the  appointed  hour  ?  " 

pastJre  "  ""'"'  ^°"  "'  '^'  ^^''  °^  '^'  ^^^y-^"^' 

"  Better  not." 

"Yes,   I  atn  going   to  be  there."  with  a  decisive  nod. 

One  cannot  be  sure.     You  may  need  me  " 

"Very    well,     (iood-bye,    little   woman."    "Lord"   Bill 

bent    and    kissed    her.      Then    something    ve  y    Hke    a 

sigh    escaped  him.      .'I   think   with  you%his  'game    is 

near  y  up.    Tcnight  will  settle  things  one  way  or  the 


li  It 


,     I- 


rW- 


a88     THE  STORY  OF  THE  FOSS  RIVKR  RANCH 

"  Yes.     Trouble  is  not  far  off.     Say,  Bill,  when  it  comes 
I  want  to  he  with  yon."  «=" 'i  comes, 

Bill  looked  tenderly  down  into  the  upturned  face. 
^  Is^that  why  you  insist  on  coming  to-night?" 

Another  embrace  and  Bill  left  the  house 

He  sauntered  leisurely  down  the  avenue  of  nines      He 

awa    &°"r"'^^'^'   '""^'^'^-     Then  V  turned 
away  from  the  settlement,  and  was  soon  lost  behind  the 

rofr^K  "'?  ^'''"'^  ^'^'  «^^^'  '"'■^-     Once  out  o 

away  from  the  keg,  and  heading  towards  the  half-breed 

Foss  River  might  have  been  deserted  for  all  siums  of  life 
he  encountered  The  prairie  was  calmly  silent.  nL  e  n 
the  call  of  the  b.rds  broke  the  stillness  around.  Thl  heat 
of  the  afternoon  had  lulled  all  nature  to  repose 

hJl^u'7^^r.'^'''^'^^ ""'•'  ^'^ ^^"^^  ^°  a  «'"^ll" bluff.    Here 

a  wetl'fhldr^"'^^"'.'  '''''''  "P-  the  ground  :: 
a  welcome  shade.     He  was  within  sight  of  the  half-breed 
camp      He  shifted  his  position  until  his  head  was  in      e 
un.     In  this  way  he  could  see  the  scattered  dwellings  of 
the  praine  outcasts.     Then  he  drew  a  small  piece  o,  Lk 
mg-glass   from   his   pocket   and   held   it  out'.n   th     sun 
Turning  and  tw.sting  it  in  the  direction  of  the  camp  as 
m,gh    a  c  lid  who  wishes  to  da^^le  a  play-fellowrr;es 

fl.  I  •  Tk    J       '  ''  ^^  '"^^^"'y  beheld  an  answerL 
flash  in  the  distance,  he  desisted,  and  returned  the  grass  to 

h'Stsm^^  ''  ''-'  '-'  -  ^'^  ^^^^-"^  -n' posed 
The  half-,  l„s,,l  eyes  „r  the  recumbent  man  ffazed  steadiW 
out  towards  tne  ca.„„.     He  had  nearly  finished  hhrd 
naaret te  when  h,s  quick  ears  caught  the  sound  of  fcotstens 
Instantly  he   sat  up.     The  steps   ,rew   louder  and     hen 
round  the  sheltering  bush  came  the  thickset  form  of 
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Gautier.      He  was  accompanied   by  an  evil  looWin.,  ^ 

in;gt„:sX:^Lt^:t;t;r"-'''""'--'*^ 

T  1,^'r.  ^°"'"''''-     ^'^^  y°"'  ^  ^^°^  «'«  of  the  boys  at 
Lablache  s  store  to-night  at  eleven  o'clock.     We  areToin, 

way    an^'  oi?  h"  ''  Tl  ''  ^^"'^^  ''''■     ^'^^'-^e  .m  be 
away,  and  only  h.s  clerics  on   tl>e  premises.     The  cellar 
underneath  the  building  is  lit  by  barred  windows,  wo  unde 
the  front  and  two  under  the  office     :  the  back      All  vou 
have  to  do  ,s  to  break  the  glass  of     .e  window  at  tht  back 
and  pour  ,n  a  couple  of  gallons     .  coal  oil.     Then  puJh 
m  some  straw,  and  then  light  a  piece  of  oil-soaked  fo  e 
and  drop  U  m.     The  cellar  is  full  of  cases  of  goods  a  . 
barrels  of  od.     The  fire  will  be  unextinguishable      I)  re 
U  .s  well  Ut  see  that  the  clerks  are  warned.     We  wan    no 
lives  lost.     You  understand?    The  stables  are  adncuu 
and  wdl  catch  fire   too.     I   sha'n't  be  there  untU    at. 
There  will  be  no  risk  and  lots  of  loot.     Savce'" 

The  cunnmg  face  of  the  half-breed  was  lit  by  an  i.nh.  iv 
grm.     He  rubbed  his  hands  with  the  unctu  u     ntl    '  io 
of  a  shop-walker.     Truly,  he  thought,  this  white  n.an'w  H 
man  af  er  his  own  heart.    He  wagged  his  head  in  approval 
Easy-easy?     It  is  childlike."  he  said  in  ecstasy.     '« I 
have  long  thought  of  it.  sure.     An'  thar  is  a  big  store  of 

yt'o^nltr-^'''"^'    ^°°'-^°°^^    Andwhat^irwm 

vour'".'^'*^''''"'-    I  «°  to  deal  with  Lablache.    Look 
you  here  Gaut.er  you  owe  that  man  a  grud.c.    Vou  would 

kdlhim  but  jx>u  don't  dare.     I  n  .>•  p,,v  off  tnat  ,rudge  fur 
yo«.     Pay  it  by  a  means  that  is  hetter  than  killing  " 
Torture."  grinned  the  half-breed. 
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Bill  nodded. 

kig  at  once-  and  \mn^  0„ldc-n  KakI,-  ,„  „,,.  ,,,ack  «  Vl 

m..a  e,,  c,-"  and  Bil,  „„de  a'  ,,..„,«can.  ^l^         ^ 

The  man  understood  and  hurried  awav      "Lnrrt"  nil, 

was  sa.,*d  tha,  his  orders  would  b.  earned  oumo  f 

ervTce  [n  .„  r     7  '""^'"""■''-'  "'  ■'"»  man  .„  conlenia! 

. -ce^r  .ain-r:;- ~--' -^^^^^^^ 

point  when'  he  I'ZZ  ,h  f  mTsT  ^  .hf  T  °  •"  '"" 
.11  as  regarded  himself  and  ,h    gi"   h^loL"" T  M°l'' 

of  Calford,  where  he  would  be  ahip  tn  f^ii  V  ^^^^"^Y 
further  prosecute  hi,  in  ■  rab  e  v-g"  °c  7  Or""  "tl" 
still  choose  to  remain  ?  He  knew  Sche  ,o  ^  aT„  ' 
man,  but  he  also  knew,  by  the  money-lender's  ^mTZ 

termination  to  force  Tarkv  mt«  ^  ■  "  ,  ^  sudden  de- 
had  received  a  scare      h.^     '^-^^  him.  that  he 

.nd-„r.i:\ime":ou"irhow.  '''^■""'  "  "■'  ^-^f"'"' 
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He  threw  away  his  m.ngk-d  cigarette  end  and  rose  from 
the  ground.  One  glance  of  his  keen  eyes  told  h.  .  that  .,0 
one  was  in  si^ht.  He  strolltd  out  upon  the  prairie  and 
made  his  way  back  to  the  settlement.  He  need  not  have 
troubled  hm.self  about  the  future.  The  future  would  work 
Itself  out,  and  no  eflfort  of  his  would  be  capable  of  directing 
Its  course.  A  higher  power  than  man's  was  governing  the 
actions  of  the  participants  in  the  Fuss  Kivcr  drama 

For  the  rest  of  the  day  "Lord"  Bill  moved  about  the 
settlement  in  his  customary  idle  fashion.  He  visited  the 
saloon ;  he  showed  himself  on  the  market-place.  He  dis 
cussed  the  doings  of  Retief  with  the  butcher,  the  smith 
Dr  Abbot.  And.  as  the  evening  dosed  in  and  the 
suns  power  lessened,  he  identified  himself  with  others  as 
•die  as  himself,  and  basked  in  *'  «  varmth  of  its  feeble,  dying 

When  darkness  closed  in  he  went  to  his  shack  and 
prepared  his  evening  meal  with  a  simple  directness  which 
no  thoughts  of  coming  events  could  upset.  Bill  was  always 
philosophical.  He  ate  to  live,  and  consequently  was  not 
particular  about  his  food.  He  passed  the  evening  h  -n 
thought  and  tobacco,  and  only  an  occasional  flashir  ,  '\ 
lazy  eyes  gave  any  sign  of  the  trend  of  his  mental  efTc 

At  a  few  minutes  past  ten  he  went  into  his  bedroom  and 
carefully  locked  the  door.  Then  he  drew  from  beneath  hi. 
bed  d  small  chest ;  it  was  an  ammunition  chest  of  verv 
powerful  make.  The  small  sliding  .id  was  securely  pad 
locked.  This  he  opened  and  drew  from  within  several 
articles  of  apparel  and  a  small  cardboard  box. 

Next  he  divested  himself  of  his  own  tweed  clothes  and 
donned  the  things  he  had  taken  from  the  box.  These  con 
sisted  of  a  pair  of  moleskin  trousers,  a  pair  of  chaps,  a 
buckskm  shirt  and  a  battered  Stetson  hat.  From  the  card- 
board  box  he  took  out  a  tin  of  greasy-looking  stuflT  and  a  lone 
black  wig  made  of  horse  hair.  Stepping  to  a  glass  he 
smeared  his  face  wuh  the  grease,  covering  his  own  white 
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flesh  carefully  ri^'ht  down  to  the  chest  and  shoulder?,  also 
his  hands.  It  was  a  brownish  ochre  and  turned  his  skin  to 
the  coi  perish  hue  of  the  Indian.  The  wig  was  carefully 
adjusted  and  secured  by  springs  to  his  own  fair  hair. 
This,  with  the  hat  well  jammed  down  upon  his  head,  com- 
pleted the  transformation,  and  out  from  the  looking-glass 
peered  the  strong,  eagle  face  of  the  redoubtable  half-breed 
"letief. 

He  then  filled  the  chest  with  his  own  clothes  and  re- 
locked  it.  Suddenly  his  quick  ear  caught  the  sound  of 
someone  approaching.  He  looked  at  his  watch ;  it  wanted 
two  minutes  to  half-pa-i  ten.     He  waited. 

Presently  he  heard  tlic  rattle  of  a  stick  down  the  feather- 
edged  boaniing  of  th-.  outer  walls  of  the  hut.  He  picked 
up  his  revolver  belt  and  secured  it  about  his  waist,  and 
then,  putting  out  the  light,  unlocked  the  back  door  which 
opened  out  of  his  Ijedroom. 

A  horse  was  standing  outside,  and  a  man  held  the  bridle 
reins  looped  upon  his  arm. 
"That  you,  Haptiste?" 
"Yup." 

"  Good,  you  are  punctual." 
"It's  as  well." 
"Yes." 

"  I  go  to  join  the  boys,"  the  half-breed  said  slowly 
"And  you?" 

"I— oh,  I  go  to  settle  a  last  account  with  Lablache," 
replied  Bill,  with  a  mirthless  laugh. 

"  Where  ?  " 

Bill  looked  sharply  at  the  man.  He  understood  the 
native  distrust  of  the  Breed.  Then  he  nodded  va;:uely  in 
the  direction  of  the  Foss  River  Ranch. 

''Yonder.  In  old  John's  fifty-acre  pasture.  Lnhjache 
and  John  mi  et  at  the  too!  shed  there  to-n.ght.     Why  ?  " 

"  And  you  go  not  to  the  fire?  "  Baptiste's  voice  had  a 
surprised  ring  in  it. 
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I  must  be  at  the  meeting  soon  after 


"  Not  until  later, 
eleven." 

The  half-breed  was  silent  for  a  minute.  He  seemed  to 
re'soTve    '''"^'     ^'  ^'"^'^  ^'  'P"^"'     "''  ^^^'^^  ^°"^^y^d 

"  It  IS  good.  Guess  you  may  need  assistance  I'll  be 
ti..re-and  some  of  the  boys.  We  ain't  goin'  ter  interfere 
— If  thmgs  goes  smooth." 

Bill  shrugged. 

"You  need  not  come." 

"  No  ?    Nuthin'  more  ?  " 

"Nothing.     Keep  the   boys   steady.     Don't    burn   the 
clerks  m  the  store." 
"No." 
"  S'long." 
••S'long." 

"  Lord  "  Bill  vaulted  into  the  saddle,  and  Golden  Ea^le 
moved  restively  away.  ^ 

"Lord''"  R-n'   """^    '^"'    ^°''    ^''''   ^"^    ^  ^l-'Py    PJ^ce. 
Lord     Bills  precautions  were  not  elaborate.     But  then 
ne  knew  the  ways  of  the  settlement. 

Dr  Abbot  chanced  to  be  standmg  in  the  doorway  of 
the  saloon.  Bill's  shack  was  little  more  than  a  hundred 
yards  away.  The  doctor  was  about  to  step  across  to  see  if 
he  were  m,  for  the  purpose  of  luring  his  friend  into  a  game 
Poker  was  not  so  plentiful  with  the  doctor  now  since  Bill 
had  dropped  out  of  La'ulache's  set. 

He  saw  the  dim  outline  of  a  horseman  moving  away 
from  the  back  of  "Lord"  Bill's  hut.  His  curiosity 
was  aroused.  He  hastened  across  to  the  shack.  He 
found  It  locked  up,  and  in  darkness.  He  turned  away 
wondering.  And  as  he  turned  away  he  found  himself 
almost  face  to  face  with  Baptiste.  The  doctor  knew  the 
man. 

"  Evening,  Baptiste." 

'  Evening,"  the  man  growled. 


'' 
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Jhe  doctor  was  about  to  speak  again  but  the  n,an  hurried 

"  D_f  °»ned  funny,"  the  medical  man  muttered     Th      u 
moved  off  towards    his  own  home     Somlh       I     J"^ 
forgotten  his  wish  for  poker"  "^^'^  ^^    ^^^ 
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CHAPTER    XXVII 

THE   LAST   GAMBLE 

The  fifty-acre  pasture  was  situated  nearly  a  quarter  of  a  mile 
away  to  the  left  of  John  Allandale's  houL.  ^  Then,  too  "  e 
whole  length  of  it  must  be  crossed  before  the  i moment 
shed  be  reached.     This  would  add  another  half  TS  to 

;t  did  the  hay  slough  which  provided  the  ran^h  with  hay 
The  pasture  was  on  the  sloping  side  of  the  slough,  and  on 

the  top  of  the  ndge  stretched  a  natural  fence  of  pfnes  nearly 
two  miles  m  extent.  ^ 

The  shed  was  erected  for  the  accommodation  of  mowers 
horse-rakes,  and  the  necessary  appurtenances  for  ha'ng 
At  one  end.  as  Lablache  had  sa.d,  was  a  livin,-room      f 

rest  of  the  bu.ldmg.  except  that  there  was  a  crazy  door  to 
it-also  a  wmdow;  a  rusty  iron  stove,  small,  and-wher  • 
fire  burned  in  it-fierce,  was  crowded  into  a  corner.  Now" 
however,  the  stove  was  dismantled,  and  lengths  of  stove 
pipe  were  httered  about  the  floor  around  it.  A  rough  bed 
supported  on  trestles,  and  innocent  of  bedding,  filltd  onJ 

chairs  of  the  Windsor  type,  one  fairly  sound  and  the  other 
minus  a  back,  completed  the  total  of  rude  furniture 
necessary  for  a  "hired  man's"  requirements. 

A  hving-room,  the  money-lender  had  said,  therefore  we 
must  accept  his  statement. 

A  reddish,  yellow  light  from  a  dingy  oil  lamp  glowed 
sullenly,  and  adaed  to  the  cheerlessness  of  the  apartment. 
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At  intervals  black  smoke  belch.d  from  the  .  himney  too  of 
h    s  ev'  ;ik:?T  '"  f.''""''""^  "^■•^'-  "1-  th  o'ugh 

.^l:::rt:l^^r^:tS1•b^r"„o^r;t"s: 

expression  of  their  faces.  improve  the 

hn7"^';i7°''"  '''''  eager-keenly  eager  now  that  Tacky 
h^d  urged  h,m  to  the  game.     Moreov -r,  he  was  sober 
sober  as  the  proverbial  "iudyf^"     a1c«  I  s^oer— 

Of  his  opponLt.    Jack.S^atn'JrbryrCke"; 

e«ri„e"of'hir  fa"  ''"  "'"^-    "''  --'"X '■PPe-dt 
every  line  of  liis  face;  m  every  movement  of  his  shakino 

hands;  ,n  every  glance  of  his  bleared  eyes  * 

the^.r  ',        '?■  '"'"'^'"e^i  'lightly,  butit  was  not  in 

He  fc r  ha," h"^'^ ''""■"'  -Sns  of  elation,  triumph 
He  felt  that  he  was  about  to  accomplish  the  object  which 
had  long  been  his,  and,  at  the  same  time,  outw  t'he  half 
b  eed  who  had   so   lately  come  into  his  life,    wi  h   s^ch 

men  to°f''hVT      '°  ''^'  '""  "'""M-der's,  pelceful  enToy 
ment  of  his  ill-gotten  wealth.  •'^ 

win'i'ow ''t/"  "'  his  lashless  eyes  in  the  direction  of  the 
extent  ""  '  '^""'  ^^"^""  ''  ^^""^  ^^  feet  in 

"buHt  n?  "°i  ^"""'^  '°  ^"  interrupted."  he  said  wheezily 

window rT.r  '°  v'""  ''^">^^^'"-    ^^^'^  -  ^over  the 
window  ?     A  light  in  this  room  is  unusual—" 

"Yes,  let  us  cover  it."  "  Poker  "John  chafed  at  the  delay 
'No  one  IS  likely  to  come  this  way,  though  "  ^' 

Lablache  looked  about  for  something  which  would 
answer  his  purpose.  There  was  nothing  handv  He 
drew  out  his  great  bandana  and  tried  ft.  It  exacdv 
covered  the  window.  So  he  secured  it.  It  woi^ld  sel' 
to  darken  the  hght  to  anyone  who  might  chance  to  be 
wuhxn  sight  of  the  shed.    He  returned  to  his  seat     He 
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accompanied  by  four  ,„ar.hy  drivers,  one  of  which  was 
r^oomed  upon  a  grea.  chestnut  horse  whose  magnLln 
struie  and  proportions  fixed  the  captive's  attention      He 
had  heard  of  "Golden  Eagle,"  and  he  had  no  doubtin  hi 

cTtu  .t  s,"Thrba^„v:^;^r.;^f'  --  -^^  -~ 

TT^       ,  "°  ^^^    ''s  drovers   swept  bv    and 

Horrocks    estimated    that     the    cattle    n„,«K      ^ 
hundreds.  ^    numbered    many 

After  awhile  he  heard  the  sound  of  voices  Then  the 
beasts  were  driven  back  again  over  their  tracks  on!y  at  a 
ZIT'  r"  k'"^""^  ^'""^^  ^^^  performance  wa  'gone 

nS'tha"t  th"       '"'•   "  ^'^^  P"^^'^  ^^-'  H°--k 
noticed  that  their  pace  was  decreased,  until  by  the  sixth 

time  hey  passed  their  gait  had  become  a  simp  emou  he 

and  they  leisurely  nipped  up  the  grass  as  they  went    with 

bovine  unconcern.     It  was  a  masterly  display  of  how  catt  e 

troubt     "f •  '"'  """°^'^  forgot  for'a 'while  ^s  oh 
troubles  in  his  interest  in  the  spectacle 

.  hti?""  ^Ti"^  ^^  ^'^  '^^  ''"^'^  ''"^^  ^he  cattle  came  to 

ert ted  Thelf^^  ^^""^^  T  °'  ^''^  ^^^^"^e  scene  wl: 
er.acted.  The  horseman  with  the  led  steers,  whom,  by  this 
time  Horrocks  had  almost  forgotten,  came  leisurely  upon 
the  field  of  action.  No  instructions  were  given  The 
who  e  thing  was  done  in  almost  absolute  silence  It  deemed 
as^if  Jong  practice   had   perfected    the  method   ^pr;' 

The  horseman  advanced  to  the  brink  of  the  muske^r 
exacts,  opposite  to  the  bluff  where  the  captive  wa!  t"d  and 
with  him  the  two  led  steers.  Horrocks  held  his  breath- 
his  excitement  was  intense.  The  swarthy  drivers  roused 
^e  tired  cattle  and  headed  them  towards  the  captive  steers 
Horrocks  saw  the  boyish  rider  urge  his  horse  fearlesTyTn 
to  the  treacherous  surface  of  the  keg.     The  now  docile  and 

bustle  or  haste.     It  was  a  veritable  "follow  n^y  leader" 
Where  xt  was  good  enough  for  the  captive  leaders  to  g^it 
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was  good  enough  for  the  weary  beasts  to  follow,  and  so,  as 
the  boy  rider  moved  forward,  the  great  herd  followed  in 
twos  and  threes.  The  four  drivers  remained  until  the  end, 
and  then,  as  the  last  steer  set  foot  on  the  dreadful  mire] 
they  too  joined  in  the  silent  procession. 

Horrocks  exerted  all  his  prairie  instinct  as  he  watched 
the  course  of  that  silent  band.  He  was  committing  to 
memoiy,  as  far  as  he  was  capable,  the  direction  of  the 
path  across  the  keg,  for,  when  opportunity  offered,  he  was 
determined  to  follow  up  his  disc  .very  and  attempt  the 
journey  himself.  He  fancied  in  his  own  secret  heart  that 
Retief  had  at  last  overreached  himself,  and  in  thus 
giving  away  his  secret  he  was  paving  the  way  to  his  own 
capture. 

It  was  not  long  before  the  cattle  and  their  drivers 
passed  out  of  sight,  but  Horrocks  continued  to  watch, 
so  that  he  should  lose  no  chance  detail  ot  interest.  At 
length,  however,  he  found  iliat  his  straining  gaze  was 
useless,  and  all  further  intere^t  passed  out  of  his  lonely 
vigil. 

Now  he  busied  himself  with  plans  for  his  future  move- 
ments, when  he  should  once  more  be  free.  And  in  such 
thought  the  long  night  passed,  and  the  time  drew  on  to- 
wards dawn. 

The  surprises  of  the  night  were  not  yet  over,  however,  for 
just  before  the  first  streaks  of  daylight  shot  athwart  the 
eastern  sky  he  saw  two  horsemen  returning  across  the 
muskeg.  He  quickly  recognised  them  as  being  the  raider 
himself  and  the  boyish  rider  who  had  led  the  cattle  across 
the  mire.  They  came  across  at  a  good  pace,  and  as  they 
reached  the  bank  the  officer  was  disgusted  to  see  the  boy 
ride  off  in  a  direction  away  from  the  settlement,  and  the 
raider  come  straight  towards  the  bluff.  Horrocks  was 
curious  about  the  boy  who  'semed  so  conversant  with  the 
path  across  the  mire,  and  was  anxious  to  have  obtained  a 
clearer  view  of  him. 
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The  raider  drew  his  horse   up   within   a  few  yards  of 

the  captive.  Horrocks  had   a  good    view  of  the  man's 

commanding,  eagle  face.     In  spite  of  himself  he  could 

not   help  but  feel  a  strange  admiration  for  this  lawless 
Breed. 

There  was  something  wonderfully  fascinating  and  lofty  in 
the  hustler's  direct,  piercing  gaze  as,  proudly  disdainful,  he 
looked  down  upon  his  discomfited  prisoner. 

He  seemed  in  no  hurry  to  speak.  A  shadowy 
smile  hovered  about  his  face  as  he  eyed  the  officer. 
Then  he  turned  away  and  looked  over  to  the  eastern 
horizon.  He  turned  back  again  and  drawlei  out  a 
greeting.  It  was  not  cordial  but  it  was  characteristic  of 
him. 

"Wal?" 

Horrocks  made  no  reply.  The  Breed  laughed  mock- 
ingly, and  leant  forward  upon  the  horn  of  his  saddle 

"Guess  you've  satisfied  your  curiosity-some.  Say,  the 
boys  didn  t  handle  you  too  rough,  I  take  it.  I  told  'em  to 
go  light." 

Horrocks  was  constrained  to  retort. 
"Not  so  rough  as  you'll  be  handled  when  you  get  the 
law  about  you." 

"Now  I  call  that  unfriendly.  Guess  them's  gopher's 
words.  But  say,  pard,  the  law  ain't  got  me  yet.  Wot  d'ye 
think  of  the  road  across  the  keg?  Mighty  fine  trail  that." 
He  laughed  as  though  enjoying  a  good  joke. 

Horrocks  felt  that  he  must  terminate  this  interview.  The 
Breed  had  a  most  provoking  way  with  him.  His  self- 
satisfaction  annoyed  his  hearer. 

"How  much  longer  do  you  intend  to  keep  me  here?" 
Horrocks  exclaimed  bitterly.  «I  suppose  you  mean 
murder;  you'd  better  get  on  with  it  and  stop  gassing. 
Men  of  your  kidney  don't  generally  take  so  much  time  ovei 
that  sort  of  business." 

Ketief  seemed  quite  unruffled. 
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"Murder?   Why,  man,  I  didn't  bring  you  here  t(i murder 

you.     Guess  ef  I'd  a  notion  that  way  you'd  'a'  been  done 

neat  long  ago.      No,    I   jest   wanted  to   show  you    what 

Now   I'm  goin'  to  let   you  go, 

LaMache'll   be  able   to  chin-wag 

That's   wot   I'm   here  fer  right 
now."  " 

As  he  finished  speaking  the  Breed  circled  Golden  Ea"le 
round  behind  the  tree,  and,  bending  low  down  from  the 
saddle,  he  cut  the  rope  which  held  the  policeman's 
wrists.  Horrocks,  feeling  himself  freed,  stepped  quickly 
from  the  bush  into  the  open,  and  faced  about  towards 
his  hberator.  As  he  did  so  he  found  him.elf  looking  up 
into  the  muzzle  of  Retiefs  revolver.  He  stood  his  ground 
unflinchingly. 

"Now,  see   hyar,  pard,"  said  Relief,  quietly,    "I've  a 
mighty  fine  respect  for  you.     You  ain't  the  cuckoo  th.t 
many  o'  yer  mates  is.     You've  got  grit,  anyway.     Bui  that 
amt  all  you   need.      'Savee's'  a  mighty   fine  thing~on 
occasions.     Now  you  need  'Savee.'     I'll  jest  give  yer  a 
piece  of  advice  right  hyar.     You  go  .iraight  off  down  to 
Lablaches  ranch.    You'll  find  him  than   An' pesky  uncom- 
fortable you'll  find  him.     You  ken  set  him  free,  also  his 
ranch  boys,  an'  when  you've  done  that  jest  make  tracks  for 
Stormy  Cloud  an'  don't  draw  rein  till  you  git  thar.    Ef  ever 
you  see  Retief  on  one  trail,  jest  hit  right  off  on  to  another. 
That's  good  sound  sense  right  through  fur  you.     Sav,  work 
on  that,  an'  you  ain't  like  to  come  to  no  harm.    But  I  swear, 
right  hyar,  ef  you  an'  me  ever  come  to  close  quarters  I'll 
perforate  you— less  you  git  the  drop  on  me     An'  to  do 
that'll  keep  you  humpin'.     So  long,  pard.     It's  jest  gettin' 
daylight,  an'  I  don't  calc'late  to  slouch  around  hyar  when 
the  sun's  shinin'.    Don't  go  fur  to  forget  my  advice.    I  don't 
charge  nothin'  fur  it,  but  it's  good,  pard— real  good,  for  all 
that.     So  long." 

He  swung  his  horse  round,  and  before  Horrocks  had  time 
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Moreover,  he  did  not  believe  that  he  was  to  he  left  here 
alone  for  long.  So,  with  resignation  induced  b\  necessity, 
iie  possessed  himself  of  what  patience  he  best  could 
summon. 

How  long  that  solitary  vigil  lasted  Horrocks  had  no  idea. 
Time,  in  that  predicament,  was  to  him  of  little  account. 
He  merely  wondered  and  waited.  He  considered  himself 
more  than  fortunate  that  his  cai  tors  had  seen  tit  to  remove 
the  bandage  from  his  eyes.  In  spite  of  his  painful  captivity 
he  felt  less  helpless  from  the  fact  that  he  could  see  what 
might  be  about  him. 

From  a  general  survey  his  attention  soon  became 
riveted  upon  the  muskeg  spread  out  before  him,  an.i, 
before  long,  his  thoughts  turned  to  the  secret  path  which  he 
knew,  at  some  point  near  hy.  1. ridged  the  silent  horror. 
All  about  him  was  lit  by  the  starry  splendour  of  the  sky. 
The  scent  of  tlie  redolent  grass  of  the  great  keg  hung 
heavily  ujion  the  air  and  smelt  sweet  in  his  nostrils.  He 
could  see  the  ghostly  outline  of  the  distant  peaks  of  the 
mountains,  he  could  hear  the  haunting  cries  of  nightfowl 
and  coyote:  but  these  things  failed  to  interest  him. 
Familiarity  with  the  prairie  made  them,  to  him,  common- 
place. The  path— the  secret  of  the  great  keg.  That  was 
the  absorbing  thought  which  occupied  his  waiting  moments. 
He  felt  that  its  discovery  wo'.ld  more  than  compensate  for 
any  blunders  he  had  made.  He  strained  his  keen  eyes  as 
he  gazed  at  the  tall  waving  grass  of  the  mire,  as  though  to 
tear  from  the  bosom  of  the  awful  swamp  the  secret  it  so 
jealously  guarded.  He  slowly  surveyed  its  d.-^rk  surface, 
almost  inch  by  inch,  in  the  hopes  of  disc(  vering  the 
smallest  indication  or  difference  which  might  lead  to  the 
desired  end. 

There  was  nothing  in  what  he  saw  to  guide  him,  nothing 
which  offered  tiie  least  suggestion  of  a  path.  In  the  (iark- 
nes>  the  tall  waving  grass  took  a  ncrde-i-rripf  hvt  ^^hich 
reached   unbroken    for    miles    around.     Occasionally   the 
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greensward  seemed  to  ripple  in  the  breeze,  like  water 
swayed  by  a  soft  summer  zephyr,  but  beyond  this  the  out- 
look was  uniform-^ciarkly  mysterious— inscrutable. 

His  arms  cramped  under  the  pressure  of  the  restraining 
bonds  and  he  moved  uneasily.  Now  and  again  the  rustling 
of  the  leaves  overhead  caused  him  to  listen  keenly. 
Gradually  his  fancy  became  slightly  distorted,  and,  as  time 
passed,  the  sounds  which  ..-^d  stru.  k  so  familiarly  upon  his 
ears,  and  which  had  hitherto  passed  unheeded,  began  to 
get  upon  his  nerves. 

By-and-by  he  found  himself  listening  eagerly  for  the 
monotonous  repetition  of  the  prairie'  scavenger's  dismal 
howl,  and  as  the  cries  recurred  they  seemed  to  grow  in 
power  and  become  more  plaintively  horrible.     Now,  too 
the  sighing  of  the  breeze  drew  more  keen  attention  from 
the  imprisoned  man,  and  fancy  magnified  it  into  the  sound 
of  many  approaching  feet.     These  matters  were  the  effect 
of  solitude.     At  such  times  nerves  play  curious  pranks. 
In  spite  of  his  position,  in  spite  of  his  anxiety  of  mind 
the  police-officer  began  to  grow  drowsy.     The  long  night's 
vigil  was  tellmg,  and  nature  rebelled,  as  she  always  will 
rebel  when  sleep  is  refused  and  bodily  rest  is  unobtainable 
A  man  may  pace  his  bedroom  for  hours  with  the  unmiti- 
gated pain  of  toothache.     Even  while  the  pain  is  almost 
unendurable  his  eyes  will  close  and  he  will  continue  his 
peregrinations  with  tottering  gait,  awake,  but  with  most  of 
his  faculties  drowsily  faltering.     Horrocks  found  his  head 
drooping  forward,  and,  even  against  his  will,  his  eyes  would 
close.     Time  and  again  he  pulled  himself  together,  only  the 
next  instant  to  catch  himself  dozing  off  again. 

Suddenly,  however,  he  was  electrified  into  life.  He  was 
awake  now,  and  all  drowsiness  had  vanished.  A  sound- 
distant,  rumbling,  but  distinct— had  fallen  upon  his,  for  the 
moment,  dulled  ears.  For  awhile  it  likened  to  the  far-off 
growl  of  thunder,  blending  with  a  steady  rush  of  wind  But 
It   was   not    passing.      The    sound    remained  and    grew 
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steadily  louder.  A  minute  passed— then  another  and 
then  another.  Horrork.s  stared  in  the  direction,  hsi«nin^; 
with  almost  painful  intensity.  As  tlu  runib''ng  ^tlw,  and 
the  sound  became  more  distin*  t,  a  light  of  intelligence 
crept  into  the  prisoner's  lace.     He  heard  and  recognised. 

"Cattle!'"  he  imitteied,  and  in  that  proiiuunc  cmcnt  was 
an  inflection  of  joy.  "Cattle— and  moving  at  a  gre.a 
pace." 

He  w.ts  alert  now,  as  alert  as  he  had  ever  been  in  his  life. 
Was  he  at  last  going  to  discover  the  coveted  secret  ? 
Cattle  travelling  fast  at  this  time  of  night,  and  in  the 
vicinity  of  the  great  keg.  What  could  it  mean  ?  To  his 
mind  there  could  only  be  one  construction  which  he 
could  reasonably  put  upon  the  circumstance.  The  cattle 
were  being  "hustled,"  and  the  hustler  must  be  tiie  half- 
breed,  Retief. 

Then,  like  a  douche  of  cold  water,  followed  the 
thought  that  he  had  been  purposely  made  a  prisoner  at  the 
edge  of  the  muskeg.  Surely  he  was  not  to  be  allowed  to 
see  the  cattle  pass  over  the  mire  and  then  be  permitted  to 
go  free.  Even  Retief  in  his  wildest  moments  of  bra\ado 
could  not  meditate  so  reckless  a  proceeding.  No,  there 
was  some  subtle  purpose  underlying  this  new  develop- 
ment—possibly the  outcome  was  to  be  far  more  grim  than 
he  had  supposed.  He  waited  horrified,  at  his  own  thoughts, 
but  fascinated  in  spite  of  himself. 

The  sound  grew  rapidly  and  Horrocks's  face  remained 
turned  in  the  direction  from  which  it  proceeded.  He 
fancied,  even  in  the  uncertain  light,  that  he  could  see  ihe 
distant  crowd  of  beasts  silhouetted  against  the  sky-line. 
His  post  of  imprisonment  was  upon  the  outskirts  of  the 
bush,  and  he  had  a  perfect  and  uninterrupted  view  of  the 
prairie  along  the  brink  of  the  keg,  both  to  the  north  and 
south. 

It  was  his  fancy,  however,  which  designed  the  silhouette, 
and  he  soon  became  aware  that  the  herd  was  nearer  than 
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.o..rd,  him  a  black  Zhrr'  7".":  T  "■""  '"''°' 
dimlyli,  prairie      Tl^  bun^h  f""  '?'^''8""'"'l  "' th. 

eye...  yilcoxld  It  no  t,™,  "of i,"'  "'l'"*'"'"* 
could  ,„  „,„„  h„<,^^°  bu,  'he.^  I'  ""^"-  "' 
beyond  recognition  ''  ""'  *'"  "  '« 

.so^:;rii:i;.:So:t:°n  r„  ^: "« -'"-^  -■ 

'he  right  of  "m  caused'  K  "'  '  •"""°"«'"'  '«"<"'  'o 
"..er  fs.oni,,h:r„." he1a«  •  T  T  '""J""'''  ''°  "" 
soliury  horseman  Icadir'.  "om,  l'  T"'  '"""  "'■"•  " 
"ffixed  to  their  homs.     He  wondtrf^h      ?'""w''>'  '"f" 

e.bo.p;i"d\tz  irrttr  r  r 

api^arance,  b^the   i^tt t'  Z  ^t"?"'"  '"^  ■"""'' 
».o.  than  the  vaguest fd^T/hirpe^r:^;;  '°  ^''^  '■™ 

J^^Xreir'r  r^t^rr:f  ^r- 1^"- 

■nan,  with  rather  long  hair  whilh  «.     a  .'  '*"'"  '''«■" 
'he  brim  „f  hi,  Stelon  haf    Th,  ''"'■  ^"'^ 

'inguishable  feature  wasi  s,thtne«     ?h°!  k""°"'  'J^ 
and  the  man  »as  so  small    h.rTi.  ''""^  ""  ^ 

her'^r^si  r^^a^rg-^X'onr-;  ^"<"'  «■• 

racing  pace      He  saw  fh^  c^r.      ^?  *^  ^  desperate 
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all  up  with  us.  That's  my  opinion,"  and  he  gazed  patron 
•singly  up(,n  tuc  crowd,  which  by  this  ti,„e  had  a.^ciibled. 
"Nonsense,  man,"  said  the  doctor  sharoly  "Your 
opuuon's  warped.  Hcs.d.  s,  you're  in  a  blue  funk.  Come 
on  over  to  ' old  man '  Smiths  and  have  a  ' freshener  '  You 
want  bucking-up.  Conung.  Bill  ?  "  he  went  on,  turning  to 
Bunmngl-urd.  "I  want  an  'eye-opener'  myselt.  What 
say  to  a  'CoUins '?" 

The  three  moved  away  from  the  crowd,  which  they  lett 
horr.fied  at  what  it  had  heard,  and  eagerly  discussing  and 
enlat-mg  upon  the  sanguinary  stories  of  Thompson. 

"Poker"  John  was  already  at  the  s.iloon  when  the  three 
reached  the  door  of  "old  man  "  Smiths  reeking  den.  The 
proprietor  was  sweeping  the  bar,  in  a  vain  effort  to  .Kur 
the  atmosphere  of  the  nauseating  stench  of  stale  tobacco 
and  drmk.  John  was  propped  against  the  bar  mopping  up 
h.s  fourth  "ColHns."  He  usually  had  a  thirst  that  took 
considerable  quenching  in  the  mornings  now.  His  over- 
night potations  were  deep  and  strong.  Mo.ning 
nibbling  had  consetjuently  become  a  disease  with  him 
"Old  man  "  Smith,  with  a  keen  eye  to  business,  systematic- 
ally mixed  the  rancher's  morning  drinks  good  and  strong 

Bill  and  the  doctor  were  not  slow  to  detect  tiie  rendition 
of  their  old  friend,  and  each  felt  deeply  on  the  subject 
Their    cheery  greetings,    however,    were    none    the   le  s 
hearty.     Smith  desisted  in  his  dusty  occupa.ion  and  pro- 
ceeded to  serve  his  customers. 

"We're  having  lively  times,  John,"  said  the  doctor,  after 
emptying  his  "  long  sleever."  Guess  Reliefs  makin-  things 
•  hum' in  Foss  River."  " 

" Hum  ?    Shout  is  more  like  it,"  drawled  Bill.     "  You've 

heard  all  the  news,  John  ?  " 

"I've  enough  news  of  my  own,"  growled  the  rancher 
"Been  up  all  night.     .  see  you've  got  Thompson  with 

you      What   did   Horrocks    do  after  you   told   him  about 

Labiache  ?  ■  he  went  on,  turning  to  the  clerk. 
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Bill  and  the  .ioctor  c-.xolKi.,^cd  meaninj^  glances      The 

cle^rk  hav,ng  f.  .,.1  a  fresh  audience  again  r^pe^ted  his  stLy 

Poker      Joh„  nsten^d    rarefully.     At   the   close   of  the 

narratne  he  sn.r.ed  disdainfully  and  looked  from  the  clerk 

o  h.s  two  fr,ends.     Then  he  lau.hed  loudly.     The  clerk 

l)ecame  angry.  '       *"c  t,ierK 

^^  Jj^ouse    me.    Mr    Allandale,    but   if  you    doubt    my 

"I^oft  your  word,  l„,y?»  he  said,  when  his  mirth 
had  subs.ded.  "I  don't  doubt  your  word.  OnlyTve 
s^nt^  most     of    the     n.giu     up    at    the     Breed  Vjp 

,,,edV"    ^'"'"   ^°"   '^''''  ''''  *'^^"    Ho^^ocks   was   cap- 

"  No  I  was  not.  After  you  came  to  my  place  and  went 
on  to  the  camp,  I  was  very  un.asy.  So,  Jft'er  a  bit  I  g" 
rny  hands 'together  and  prepared  to  follow  you  up  there 
Jus  as  I  was  al,out  to  set  out,"  he  went  on,  turning  to  the 
doctor  and  B.ll.  "  I  „.et  Jacky  coming  in.  Bless  yoVif  he 
hadn  t  been  to  see  the  pusky  herself.     You  know,"  wi  ha 

Hrlds       ;^er"  ^'''  '^  r^'  ^°°  ^°"^  of  those'skulking' 
Breeds.      Well     anyway,   she    said   everything   was   quiet 

son       he  had  seen  nothmg  of  Retief  or  Horrocks  or  anv 

of  the  latter's  men.     We  just  put  our  heads  together  and 

he  convmced  me  that  I  was  right,  after  what  ha3  occurred 

u  IT  \"^  ^^^  ^^"^^  ««  "P-  So  up  I  went  We 
searched  the  whole  camp.  I  guess  we  were  ?here  fo'  r.^h 
on  three  hours.  The  place  was  quiet  enough.  The^  wire 
stdl  dancmg  and  drinking,  but  not  a  blssed  sign  of 
Horrocks  could  we  find  "  ^ 

tZ;:!^  '''  ^°"^  '^^°'^  ^°"  ^-  ^^-'  - ''  p-  in 

J^^'VT  ^"^   '^'  ^°^'"^  °f  the.  murdered  police?" 
asked  the  doctor  innocently.  ^ 

"Not  a  sign  of  'em,"  laughed  John.     "There  were  no 
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ray 


dead  policemen,  and,  what's  more,  there  was  no  trace  of 
any  shooting." 

The  three  men   turned  on   the  cK-rk,  who  felt  that  he 
must  justify  himself. 


-■;.  -i;  :  vou  mark  my  words. 
towarrs    he  window   in   dis- 


" There  was  shooting  eno., 
You'll  hear  of  it  to-day,  si   i..' 

"Lord"  Bill  walked  a  ,  xn 
gust.     The  clerk  annoyev.  t  ir 

"No,  boy,  no.  I'm  thinking  you  are  mistaken.  I 
should  have  discovered  some  trace  had  ih.  re  been  any 
shooting.  I  don't  deny  that  your  story's  true,  but  in  the 
excitement  of  the  moment  I  guess  you  got  rattled— and  saw 
things." 

Old  John  laughed  and  turned  away.  At  that  instant 
Bill  called  them  all  over  to  the  window.  The  bar  window 
overlooked  the  market-place,  and  the  front  of  Lahlache's 
store  was  almost  opposite  to  it. 

Bill  pointed  towards  the  store  as  the  three  men  gathered 
round.  "Old  man"  Smith  also  ranged  himself  with  the 
others. 

"Look!"  Bill  smiled  grimly. 

A  buckboard  had  just  drawn  up  outside  LabLche's 
emp  )rium  and  two  people  were  alighting.  A  crowd  had 
gathered  round  the  arrivals.  Th,  re  was  no  mistaking  one 
of  the  figures.  The  doctor  was  the  first  to  give  expression 
to  the  thought  that  was  in  the  mind  of  each  of  the  in- 
terested spectators. 

"Lablache!  "  he  exclaimed  in  astoni'^hment. 

"And  Horrocks,"  adoed  "  Lord"  Bill  quietly. 

"Guess  he  wasn't  hung  then  after  all,"  said  "Poker" 
John,  turning  as  he  sp  ke.  But  Thompson  had  taken  his 
departure.  This  hist  blow  was  too  much.  And  he  felt 
that  it  was  an  advj.ntageous  moment  in  which  to  retire  to 
his  employer's  store,  and  hide  his  diminished  head  amongst 
the  bales  of  dry  goods  and  the  monumental  ledgers  to  be 
found  there. 
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HoJ^Z  ''"""It  ^'l'  "  '^""''W.Table   imagination."    Thu 

L.Z!'  "k   ''°''   ■"""   ™"''  "P   '"   *^  "nch  with  me 

nas  to  say.     Then  we'll  go  and  feed." 
Bill  shrugged.     Then,— 

aoubtfully.     He  wished  to  go  notwithstandins  his  dem„r 
Bestdes  he  was  anxious  to  go  on  to  the  ranch  to  sle  Tack, 

'te'd  "to'be"  d^rni^d"^  ^"^  '""'  '^  ^^  ^^  *^  °'^  - 

oe:'sX^:E;:t^rhSt^.™^^" '^» 

eager,  bringing  up  ,he  rear.  '  '^' ''°"'"'  ">'"''y 

B.ll  sulfered  himself  to  be  thus  led.     He  knew  that  i„ 

such  company  Lablache  could  not  very  well  reTu  e    ,im 

?p:^::::^-e!^/^dhri^:^£iE 

th.r  way  ,uic.ly  round  to  the  bacfw"  reT  prlt^^^^^^^^^^ 

Lablache  was  within,  and  with  him  Horrocks  Th« 
heavy  voice  of  the  money-lender  answered  "Poker"  Tohn'! 
summons.  iu».cr    jonns 

"  Come  in." 

He  was  surprised  when  the  door  opened    and   h. 
who  his  visitors  were.     Tohn  and  the  ^^^^  ,  '^"^ 

for,  but  "  Lord  "  Rill'c  i  ^""^  ^^  ^^'  prepared 

an  nstL.  h         •  """^  ^^'  ^  ^''^^^^"t  matter.     For 

an  instant  he  serously  meditated  an  angry  objection.     Then 
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to  collect  himself,  much  less  to  speak,  he  was  almost  out  of 
sight. 

Half  dazed  and  still  wondering  at  the  strangeness  of  the 
desperate  Breed's  manner  he  mechanically  began  to  walk 
slowly  in  the  direction  of  the  Foss  River  Settlement. 
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CHAPTER    XXII 

THE   DAY    A  HER 

Morning  broke  over  a  disturbed  and  restless  rnrr„«     •. 
at   Foss   River.      I'ne   chief  re.l  i     .      ?  community 

mediately  c„„cen./i„lt  aT^  ^  f  R  He fr:i"d'e  T" 

iiigui   edgtr  lor  the  inorniriP    Wahr    f^    u  •         i 

TK<.,v  I      I         ,  ""^'"iing    iignt    to    bring    them    new«8 

1  heir  broken  sum  hers  reiser)  ac  ^     i    u     ,  news. 

in  ,1,.  1,  Others,  of  course,  who  were  not 

m  the  know   or,  at  least,  had  only  heard  vague  rumou,^ 
Th«ewere  less  ,nter...ed,  and  therefore  failed  to  "seTo 

Amongst  the  earliest  abroad  was  Doctor  Abbot     Aunt 
Margaret's  interest  was  not  suffia.n,  to  drag  her     cm  he 
downy  couch  thus  early,  but,  with  truly  wo4„ly  ,o„°"  1 
saw  no  reas„n  why  the  doctor  should  not  glean  forhe;  he 
nformatton  she  required.     Therefore  the  doctor    ose  and 

.tSrorniWtlr"^^'"^^^  °'  ^'^  —  --^  "" 

fip^^sS:^wrh?;:^si^rr---'^ 

glanced  .uickly  around  for  .ou.eone  whi  he  ,ni.  ht 
recog„,se.  He  saw  ,ha.  the  door  of  "  Lord  "  Bill's  S 
was  open,  but  it  was  too  far  off  for  him  to  see  whe  he  ,h,t 
la^y  md,v,dunl  was  yet  up.  A  neche  was  leTure  y  c tin™ 
np  round  Lablache's  store,  whilst  the  local  buIcheTwaf 
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already  bi'.~,y  swabbing  out  the  little  shed  which  did  duty 
for  hjs  shop.     As  yet  there  was  no  other  sign  of  life  abroad 
and  Doctor  Abbot  prepared  to  walk  across  to  the  butcher 
for  a   gossip,   and   thus   wait   for   someone   else  to  come 
along. 

He  stepped  briskly  from  his  house,  for  he  was 
schrammed  "  with  cold  in  his  white  drill  clothing.  As 
he  approached  the  energetic  butcher,  he  saw  a  man  enter- 
ing the  market-place  from  the  southern  extremny  of  the 
settlement.  He  paused  to  look  closely  at  th..  new-comer 
In  a  moment  he  recognised  T' r;mpson,  one  of  the  clerks 
from  Lablache's  store.  He  conje-  tured  at  once  that  this 
man  might  be  able  to  supply  him  with  the  inf.^rmation  he 
desired,  and  so  changed  his  direction  and  went  across  to 
meet  him. 

"Mornin',  Thompson,"  he  .said,  peerin-  keenlv  into  the 
pale      haggard     face    of    the    money-lender's     employee. 
What  s  up  With  you  ?     You  look  positively  ill.     Have  you 
heard  how  the  arrest  w.  nt  off  last  night?" 

There  was  a  blunt  directness  about  the  doctor  which 
generally  drove  straight  to  the  point.  The  clerk  wearily 
passed  his  hand  across  his  forehead.  He  seemed  half 
asleep,  and,  as  the  doctor  had  asserted,  thoroughly  ill 

"Arrest,   doctor?      Precious   little   arrest    there's  '  been 
I  ve  been  out  on  the  prairie  all  night.     What,  haven't  you 
heard   about  the  governor?     Good    lor'!     I    don't  know 
what's  going  to  happen  to  us  all.     Do  you  think  we're  safe 
here  ?  " 

"Safe  here?     What  do  you  mean,  man?"  the  doctor 
answered,  noting  the  other's  fear  ul  glances  round.     '« Why 
what  ails  you  ?     What  about  Lablache  ?  " 

Others  had  now  appeared  upon  the  market-place  and 
Doctor  Abbot  saw  "  Lord  "  Bill,  dressed  in  a  grey  tweed 
suit,  and  looking  as  fresh  as  if  he  had  just  emerged  from 
the  proverbial  bandbox,  coming  leisurely  towards  him 

"What  about  Lablache,  eh?"  replied  Thompson,  echo- 
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ing  the  doctor's  question  ruetully.     "A  pretty  nice  thin 
Horrocks  and  h.s  fellows  have  let  themselves,  and  us,  i, 

Bill  had  come  up  now  and  several  others  had  joined  th. 
sroup.  They  stood  by  and  listened  while  the  clerk  tolc 
h.s  story.  And  what  a  story  it  was  too.  It  was  vividh 
sangu.nary,  and  enough  to  strike  terror  into  the  hearts  o 
his  audience. 

He   told   with  great  gusto  of  how  Lablache  hid   been 
abducted.     How  the  police  horses  and  the  money-lender's 
had  been  stolen  from  the  stables  at  the  store.     He  dwelt 
on  the  frightful  horrors  committed  up  at  the  Breed  camp 
How  he  had  scet.  the  poli.e  shot  down   before  his  verv 
eyes  and  he  became  expansive  on  the  fact  that,  with  his 
own  hands,  Retief  had  carried  off  Horrocks,  and  how  he 
had  heard  the  raider  declare  his  intention  of  hanging  him 
It  was  a  terrible  tale  of  woe,  and  his  audience  was  thrilled 
and  horrified.     «  Lord  "  Bill  alone  appeared  unmoved       A 
close    observer    even    might   have    noticed    the    faintest 
suspicion  of  a  smile  at   the  corners  of  his  mouth      The 
.mile  broadened  as  the  sharp  doctor  launched  a  question  at 
the  narrator  of  terrible  facts.  question  at 

"  How  came  you  to  see  all  this,  and  escape?" 
Thompson  was  at  no  loss.  He  told  how  he  had  been 
sent  up  by  "Poker  "John  to  find  Horrocks  and  tell  hTm 
about  LaWache  How  he  arrived  in  cime  to  see  the  hon  ors 
perpetrated,  and  how  he  only  managed  to  escape  with  his 
<r^n  hfe  by  flight,  under  cover  of  the  darkness,  and  how 
pursued  by  the  blood-thirsty  Breeds,  he  had  managedTo 
hide  on  the  prairie,  where  he  remained  until  daylight,  and 
then  by  a  circuitous  route  got  back  to  the  settlement. 

I  tell  you   what  it   is,  doctor,"   he  finished   up   con- 
sequentially   .<the   Breeds    are    in    open   rebellion,   and 
headed  by  that  devil.  Retief,  intend  to  clear  us  whites  out 
of  tne  country      It's  the  starting  of  another  Riel  rebellion 
and  If  we  don't  get  help  from  the  Government  c  uickly  i^^ 
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^l^r   "  "  ''  ^"  '"-"■  -"  "^  'ep  creaked 

.hi'  up'::  rSe."""  ■'"''  °^  '""''■"  "^  -<>■  '"''"8 
"  So  have  I." 

^^^^Polcer"  John  looked  directly  into  the  other's  bilious 

"  Ah— then  we  have  -ix  packs." 

••Yes— six." 

"Whose  shall  we-"  Lablache  began. 

We  11  cut  font.     Ace  low.     Low  wins." 
The  money-lender  smiled  at   the   rancher's  eagerness 

"^'^,T^:^:::r-  I^ablachecuta..t::^»: 

unlmrtfbr"  "^''"'' '"'  '^^  ''''''''  ^'"'  ^^'^^^^^ 

packf  Ld'"''"  •'''^-  ^^'''^''  ^*"PP'"g  °"-  of  John's 
sh,!fflL  /^"'"^  ''  '°  ^^'  companion.  The  rancher 
shuffled  and  cut-Lablache  cut     The  deal  went  to  the 

said^' Mvlf'"''^!?^  '°  ''°'"  °°'"  ^'^^  "moneylender 
saia-       My  memorandum  pad " 

bel™d"  "°^'^"'  °"  ^'^  *^''^'  P'--"    >h°  had 

thi^t^h^"^"  '^'"^^'^  ^"^  ''"•'^'^-     He  seemed  to  imoly 
hat  the  precaution  was  unnecessary.     "  Poker  "  Tnhl 
in  desperate  earnest.  ^  ^"     John  was 

"A  piece  of  chalk — on  the  wall  "    t-u^         u 
duoed  .he  Chalk  and  se.  U  of  .hrLr  lit  eT/  ^e  ^L^^ 
and  returned  to  his  seat.  ^ 

gross  to  handle  cards.     And  yet  he  could  shuffle  well,  and 
tooled  on  eagerly.     The  money-lender,  contrary  to  his 
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custom,  dealt  swiftly— so  swiftly  that  the  bleared  eyes  o( 
his  opponent  could  not  follow  his  movements. 

Both  men  picked  up  their  cards.  The  old  instincts  ol 
poker  were  not  so  pronounced  in  the  rancher  as  they  used 
to  be.  Doubtless  the  game  he  was  now  playing  did  nol 
need  such  mask-like  impassivity  of  expression  as  an  ordinary 
game  would.  .*  *"ter  all,  the  pot  opened,  it  merely  became 
a  question  of  who  held  the  best  liand.  There  would  be  no 
betting.  John's  eyes  lighted  up  as  he  glanced  at  the  index 
numerals.     He  held  two  "Jacks." 

"  Can  you  ?  "  Lablache's  husky  voice  rasped  in  the  still- 
ness. 

"Yes." 

The  dealer  eyed  his  opponent  for  a  second.  His  face 
was  that,  of  a  graven  image. 

"How  many?" 

"Three." 

The  money-lender  passed  three  cards  across  the  table. 
Then  he  discarded  two  cards  from  his  own  hand  and  drew 
two  more. 

"  What  have  you  got  ?  "  he  asked,  with  a  grim  pursing  of 
his  sagging  lips. 

"Two  pairs.     Jacks  up." 

Lablache  laid  his  own  cards  on  the  table,  spreading 
them  out  face  upwards  for  the  rancher  to  see.  He  held 
three  "twos." 

"  One  to  you,"  said  John  AUandale ;  and  he  went  and 
chalked  the  score  upon  the  wall. 

There  was  something  very  businesslike  about  these  two 
men  when  they  played  cards.  And  possibly  it  was  only 
natural.  The  quiet  way  in  which  they  played  implied  the 
deadly  earnestness  of  their  game.  Their  surroundings,  too, 
were  impressive  when  associated  with  the  secrecy  of  their 
doings. 

Each  man  meant  to  win,  and  in  both  were  all  the  baser 
passions  fully  aroused.     Neither  would  spars  the  other; 
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each  would  do  his  utmost.     Lablache  was  sure.     John  was 
consumed  with  a  deadly  nervousness.     Hut  John  Alland  ile 
't  cards  was  the  sou)  of  honour,     i.ablache  was  confident 
m  his  supenor   n;anipulation-not   play-of  cards.     He 
knew  that,  bar  accidents,  he  must  win.     The  mystery  of 
bemg  able  to  deal  himself  "three  of  a  kind"  and  even 
better  was  no   mystery  to   Mm.     He  preferred   his  usual 
method-the  method  of  "n  fiction,"  as  he  called  it:  but 
m  the  game  he  was  now  p  lymg  such  a  method  would  be 
useless  for  obvious  reasons.      First  of  all,   knowing   his 
opponents  cards  would  only  be  of  advantage  where  betting 
was  to  ensue      Now  he  needed  the  clumsier,  if  more  sure, 
method   of  dealmg   himself  a   hand.      And   he  did   no 
hesitate  to  adopt  it. 

T  "J^'u^""  ■^°^"  ^^^^'-  ^^^  P°'  ''^'  "ot  opened. 
Lablache  agam  dealt.  Still  the  hand  passed  without  the 
pot  bemg  opened.  The  next  time  John  dealt  Lablarhe 
opened  the  pot  and  was  promptly  beaten.  He  drew  to 
two  queens  and  missed.  John  drew  to  a  pair  of  sevens  and 
got  a  third.  The  game  was  one  all.  After  this  Lablache 
won  three  pots  in  succession  and  the  game  stood  four—one 
m  favour  of  the  money-lender.  ' 

The  old  rancher's  face  more  than  indicated  the  state  of 
the  game.  His  features  wc  .  grey  and  drawn.  Already 
he  saw  his  girl  married  to  the  man  opposite  to  him  For 
an  instant  his  weakness  led  him  to  think  of  refusing  to  play 
further-to  defy  Lablache  and  bid  him  do  his  worst  Then 
he  remembered  that  the  girl  herself  had  insisted  that  he 
must  see  the  game  through-besides.  he  might  yet  win 
He  forced  his  thoughts  to  the  coming  hand.  He  was  to 
deal. 

The  deal,  as  far  as  he  was  concerned,  was  successful 
ills  spirits  rose. 

Four— two. 

Lablache  took  up  the  cards  to  deal.     John  was  watching 

ugh  his  life  depended  upon  what  he  saw.     Lablache's 
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clurrsy  shuffle  annoyed  him.  The  lashless  eyes  of  t 
money-lender  were  bent  upon  the  cards,  but  he  had  1 
difficulty  in  tbserving  the  old  man's  attention.  This  u 
usual  attention  he  set  down  to  a  natural  excitement  I 
had  not  the  smallest  idea  that  the  old  man  suspect, 
him.  He  passed  the  cards  to  be  cut.  The  ranch 
cut  them  carelessly.  He  had  a  natur  I  cut.  Tl 
pack  was  nearly  halved.  Lablache  had  prepared  f 
this. 

The  hand  was  dealt,  and  the  money-lender  won  wii 
three  aces,  all  of  which  he  had  drawn  in  a  five-card  dra^ 
He  had  discarded  a  pair  of  nines  to  make  the  heavy  dra\ 
It  was  clumsy,  but  he  had  been  forced  to  it.  The  positio 
of  the  aces  in  the  pack  he  had  known,  and-well,  he  mear 
to  win. 
Five — two. 

The  clumsiness  of  that  deal  was  too  palpable.  Old  Toh 
suspected,  but  held  hr,  longue.  His  anger  rose,  and  tli 
drawn  face  flushed  wiiu  the  suddenness  of  lightning.  H 
was  in  a  dangerous  mood.  Lablache  saw  the  flush,  and 
sudden  fear  gripped  his  heart.  He  passed  the  cards  t( 
the  other,  and  then,  involuntarily,  his  hand  dropped  int( 
the  right-hand  pocket  of  his  coat.  It  came  in  contact  witl 
his  revolver— and  stayed  there. 

The  next  hand  passed  without  the  pot  being  opened- 
and  the  next.    Lablache  was  a  little  cautious.     The  nexi 
deal  resulted  in  favour  of  the  rancher. 
Five — three. 

Lablache  again  took  the  cards.  This  time  he  meant  tc 
get  his  hand  in  the  deal.  At  that  moment  the  money- 
lender would  have  given  a  cool  thousand  had  a  bottle  ol 
whisky  been  on  the  table.  He  had  not  calculated  on  John 
being  sober.  He  shuffled  deliberately  and  offered  the 
pack  to  be  cut.  John  cut  in  the  same  careless  manner, 
but  this  time  he  did  it  purposely.  Lablache  picked  up  the 
bottom  half  of  the  cut.    There  was  a  terrible  silence  in  the 
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room,  and  a  deadly  purpose  was  expressed  in  "Poker" 
John's  eyes. 

The  money-lender  began  to  deal.  In  an  instant  John 
was  on  his  feet  and  lurched  across  the  table.  His  hand 
fell  upon  the  first  card  which  Lablache  had  dealt  to 
himself. 

"The  ace  of  clubs,"  shouted  the  rancher,  his  eyes 
blazing  and  his  body  fairly  shaking  with  fury.  He  turned 
the  card  over.     It  was  the  ace  of  clubs. 

"Cheat! "he  shouted. 

He  had  seen  the  card  at  the  bottom  of  the  pack  as  the 
other  had  ceased  to  shuffle. 

There  was  an  instant's  thrilling  pause.  Then  Lahlarhe's 
hand  flew  to  his  pocket.  He  had  heard  the  click  of  a 
cocking  revolver. 

For  the  moment  the  rancher's  old  spirit  rose  superior  to 
his  senile  debility. 

"God  in  heaven  I  And  this  is  how  you've  robbed  me 
you — you  bastard  ! "  ' 

"  Poker "  John's  seared  face  was  at  that  moment  the 
face  of  a  maniac.  He  literally  hurled  his  fury  at  the 
money-lender,  who  was  now  standing  confronting  him. 

"  It  is  the  last  time,  if— if  I  swing  for  it.  Prairie  law 
you  need,  and.  Hell  take  you,  you  shall  have  it ! " 

He  swung  himself  half  round.  Simultaneously  two 
reports  rang  out.  They  seemed  to  meet  in  one  deafening 
peal,  which  was  exaggerated  by  the  smallnessof  the  room. 
Then  all  was  silence. 

Lablache  stood  unmoved,  his  yellow  eyeballs  gleaming 
wickedly.  For  a  second  John  Allandale  swayed  while  his 
face  assumed  a  ghastly  hue.  Then  in  deathly  silence  he 
slowly  crumpled  up,  as  it  were.  No  sound  passed  his  lips 
and  he  sank  in  a  heap  upon  the  floor.  His  still  smoking 
pistol  dropped  beside  him  from  his  nerveless  fingers. 

The  rancher  had  intended  to  kill  Lablarh^.  '  nt  the 
subtle  money-lender  had  been  too  quick.    The  lashless  eyes 
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watched  the  deathly  fall  of  the  old  mw.    There  w«.  , 

ZTcZ  '"  ^^""  ,'"'  ''^^  °'  ^"«^'f"'  ^°'dn««-     I 
was  accustomed  to  the  unwritten  laws  of  the  prairie     1 

knew  ,hat  he  had  saved  his  life  by  a  hair's-breadtT    H 

right  hand  was  still   in   his  coat  pocket.     He  had  fir. 

through  the  cloth  of  the  coat.  " 

Some  seconds  passed.    Still   I^blache  did  not  mov 

I  here  was  no  remorse  in  his  heart-only  annoyance      « 

was  th.nking  with  the  coolness  of  a  callous  nerve      He  w^ 

swftly  calculating  the  effect  of  the  catastrophe  as  regard 

h.mself.     It  was  the  worst  thing  that  could  have  hapC 

but--  Th  n°h'"'.  ^1  ';•'  't'''  °"  ^^«  P-'-'  h '^"- 
1  I  ,1  u  *-'  ''°*'y  "^'^^  ^'^  P'^^ol  from  his  pocket  an, 
looked  thoughtfully  at  it.  His  caution  warned  hi  c 
somethmg.  He  withdrew  the  empty  cartridge  case  am 
deaned  out  the  barrel.  Then  he  put' a  fresh  cartHdgei 
the  chamber  and  returned  the  pistol  to  his  pocket^  H 

asthmafcal    breathmg.   perhaps,   might    have   been   mor^e 

ZZ       :S''n""^'-     ''''''  ^^  e^^hered  up  the  card 
from  floor  and  table,  and  wiped  out  the  score  upon  the  wall 

fodv^^Vn    ",f  '"  ''^  P°^'^^-     ^^^-  ^^-^  he  stirred  the 
body  of  h.s  old  companion  with  his  foot.     There  was  no 

sound  from  the  prostrate  rancher.  Then  the  money-lender 
gently  lowered  h.mself  to  his  knees  and  placed  his  hand  over 
his  victim's  heart.  It  was  still.  John  Allandale  was  dead 
It  was  now  for  the  first  time  that  Lablache  gave  any 
sign  of  emotion.  It  was  not  the  emotion  of  Low- 
merely  fear-superstitious  fear.  As  he  realised  that  the 
other  was  dead   his   head   suddenly   turned.     It  was    an 

behind  him.  It  was  h.s  first  realisation  of  guilt.  The 
brand  of  Cam  must  inevitably  carry  with  it  a  sense  of 
horror  to  him  who  falls  beneath  its  ban.  He  was  a 
murderer— and  he  knew  it. 

Now  his  movements  became  less  deliberate.    He  felt 
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that  he  must  get  away  from  that  horrid  sight.  He  rose 
sw.ftly  w,th  a  display  of  that  agility  which  the  unfortuna  e 
Horrocks  had  seen.  He  glanced  about  the  roon>  and  took 
h,s  bearmgs.  He  strode  to  the  lamp  and  put  it  out. 
TTien  he  groped  h.s  way  to  the  window  and  took  down  his 

^av  !n';h'''H''j''''  '"'  *''  '  "''*'"  ^°"-'  he  felt  h. 
^.ei  om'  "  '°   '''  ^"°'     "^  "^^"^'^   ''  ""d 
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JACKV  Stood  at  the  gate  of  the  fifty-acre  pasture.  She 
had  been  standing  there  for  some  minutes  The  nigh! 
was  quite  dark ;  there  was  no  moon.  Her  horse,  Nigger 
was  standmg  hitched  to  one  of  the  fence  pos  s  a  few 
yards  away  from  her  and  inside  the  pastnr.  The  Z 
was  waiting  for  "Lord"  Bill.  ^ 

Not  a  sound  broke  the  stillness  of  the  night  as  she 
stood  listening.  A  wonderful  calmness  waf  over  all 
From  her  position  Jacky  had  seen  the  light  shining 
through  the  window  of  the  implement  shed  Now  he 
shed  was  quite  dark -the  window  had  been  covered 
She  knew  that  her  uncle  and  Lablache  were  there  She 
was  growing  impr.tient. 

Every  now  and   then   she  would   turn   her  face  from 
the  contemplation  of  the  blackness  of  the  distant  end  of 
the   field  to  the   direction    of  the   settlement,   her  ear 
straining   to    catch    the    sound    of   her    dilatiry   lover' 
coming.     The  minutes  passed  all  too  swiftly.     And  her 
impatience  grew  and  found  vent  in  irritable  movement 
and  sighs  of  vexation.  ^'"enis 

Suddenly  her  ears  caught  the  sound  of  distant  cries 
coming  from   the  settlement.     She   turned  in  the  d^c 
tion       A   lund   gleam   was  in   the  sky.      Then    as  she 
watched,   the  glare  grew    brighter,   and    sparks  'shot  up 
m   a  great   wreathing  cloud  of  smoke.       The  direction 

beeVfirT''"'"'    '''  '"'"  '"'^  '"''^^^^'^  ^'^'^^-^ 
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Plin?^"^"  'i'^  "^'""^ed,  with  a  sigh  of  relief.  '« I  guess 
Biini  come  right  along  now.  I  wish  he'd  come.  They've 
been  m  that  shack  ten  minutes  or  more.  Why  don't 
he  come  ?  "  ' 

The  glare  of  the  fire  fascinated  her,  and  her  eyes  re- 
mamed  gluei  m  the  direction  of  it.  The  reflection  in 
the  sky  wac  widespread  and  she  knew  that  the  great 
buildmg  must   be   gutted,    for   there   was   no  means  of 

?^h  "^h  f  I  °"'.  "^^"^  ^^^  ^h°"ghts  turned  to 
Lablache  and  she  smiled  as  she  thought  of  the  surprise 
awaitmg  him  The  sky  in  the  distance  grew  brighter.' 
She  could  only  see  the  lurid  reflection;  a  rising  ground 
intervened  between  her  and  the  settlement 

Suddenly  against  the  very  heart  of  the  glare  the  figure 
of  a  horseman  coming  towards  her  was  silhouetted  as 
he  rode  over  the  rising  ground.  One  glance  sufficed 
he  girl.  That  tall,  thin  figure  was  unmistakable-her 
lover  was  hastening  towards  her.  She  turned  to  her 
horse  and  unhitched  the  reins  from  the  fence  post 

Presently    Bill    came    up   and   dismounted.       He   led 

almost  silent  one  between  these  two.  Doubtless  their 
thoughts  carried  them  beyond  mere  greetings.  Thev 
stood  for  a  second.  ^ 

"Shall  we  ride?"  said  Jacky,   inclining  her  head  in 
the  direction  of  the  shed. 

thZ?°'    "'"    ^'^^    ''*^^-       "^'^    ^°"«    ^^^^    ^^«y    been 

"A  quarter  of  an  hour,  I  guess." 

"Come  along  then." 

They  walked  down  the  pasture  leading  their  two  horses. 

him     ''^  "°         ''"  '^'^'  ^"''   '°°'''"^^  '^^^'S'"  ^^^^^  °f 

"It  is  covered-the  window,  I  mean.     What  are  you 
going  to  do,  Bill?"  ^ 

The  man  laughed. 
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The  man  turned  sharply 
"PVaps?" 

"Yes,   one  never  knows.     I  euess  it'c  «« 
.hings  when-guided  by  circuLuncL"     """  "'  """« 

hX  .K  '?""""'  ''"°   '"'"■^'  =""   "alked  steadilv  on 

4^"  why,"      *     """"  ■''-«-'«"«ing.'  BiU?. 
"We'll  'knee-halter'  'em." 
Bill  stood  irresolute. 

be'fre'er.""'  '"""'   '  '"'''•"  *'  «'"  ?»""=".    "We'll 
"All  right,"  replied  Bill,     "Bui"  »f,.,  , 

rior„g^----"-^--ia„-;:rr;':i^ 

"J^^^V?"     ^  "'^e  shootin'.     What's  that?" 

Ihe  girl  had  secured  her  horse,    Bill  was  in  th^  »  . 

J:=td-:d'r.Lerwi"£-^ 

stood  erect  and  listened.  winaward.      Bill 

"  Ah  l-it's  the  boys.    Baptiste  said  they  would  come  " 

There  was  a  faint  rustling  of  grass  near  hv     i  T  , 

keen  ears  had  detected  .he 'stealirsou„d  a.  once     •}:' 

others  ..  m,ght  have  passed  for  th'e  effect  ^fThrnigl^ 

.urlefto'trgtl.'"  *   ""   ''^"'^    '»«-.  *"  Bill 

"Come— the    horses    are    safr       tk<.    u 
sHo^w;hemse.es.    I  fancy  th^/'are  It  .r:.^ o^' 

bor^;apt"l"":ne„rth:;r  ti.r  ''-^  -- 

for  What  w.,  to  come.    T^^  Jt^^'^^  ^';^ 
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of  a    mile    from  the  building.      Its    outline  was  dimly 

discernible    m    the     darkness.       And.     too,     now  The 

Jght    from  the  oil  lamp  could   be  seen    dimly  sMnne 

through  the  red   bandana  which  was  stretched'ot  Ihf 

Now  the  sound  of   "Poker"   John's  voice  raised  in 
anger  reached  them.     They  stood  still  with  one  accord 
It   was    astonishing    how    the    voice    travelled    auThf; 

gripped    their    hearts.       Bill     was     the    first    to    move 
W.th  a  whispered   "Wait   here,"  he   ran   forward.      Fo; 

sTerore/lt^or"'^""'-^-^^^^ 

The  girl  had  just  started.  Suddenly  the  sharp  report  of 
firearms  split  the  air.  She  came  up  with  Bill,  who  had 
paused  at  the  sound.  '  ^^ 

''Hustle.  Bill.     It's  murder."  the  girl  panted. 

eyes  ''"  ^"'"^""^  ""''^  '''  ^'"^^  ^"<*  g'^^^'ng 

hi.^r'^f'""^"'^  "u"  ""'  *^'  ^'"^^'"^  fii"  'pondered,  and 
his  heart  misgave  h.m.  There  was  no  longer  any  souid  of 
voices  The  rancher  had  been  silenced.  ^  He  Lought  o 
the  girl  behind  him.  Then  his  whole  mind  suddenly 
centred  itself  upon  Lablache.  If  he  had  killed  the  rancht 
no  mercy  should  be  shown  to  him.  rancner 

Bill  was  rapidly  nearing  the  building,  and  it  was  wrann^H 
in  an  ominous  silence.  ""«  was  wrapped 

make?urr"He  c'  TJT  TV°  '  ^^^"^-     «^  -"^^^  to 
"ehind       And  heT^^T  ^'''/'  ^P'^^'"^  f°°^^^»«  '^^^ 

those  othe^      ThZ  '"I  '^'  ^^'"'^^^  movements  of 

inose  others.     These  were  the  only  sounds  that  reached 

hia.     He  went  on  again.     He  came  to  the  building     The 

window  was  directly  in  front  of  him.      He  tried  ^o  look 

into  the  room  but  the  handkerchief  effectua Hy  hid  °he 

this  meant.      Turning  away  from  the  window  he  crept 
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up'Eptt7reni„— -Ar 

H,s  heavy,  asthmaeical  breathing  must  have  betraved  2 
n.o„e,-Ie„de,if  therehad  been  no'other  means  of  Me«m«' 

with  Bill  hanging  to  his  ToInL  „"1      e,"  t  ZTf, 
the  money-lender's  pistol   went  off.     Thefe  was  ,    t 
report,  and  the  bullet  tore  up  the  .round      C        1     " 
«as  done.    Bill  held  on      Thr„  u        °°  """"^ 

skirf     i=„i  ,  ^"  ""'^  'he  swsh  of  a 

^X-i^-s:,^?;:-";:  ^.^^^^  'f^ 
iV-^s"4rri-e-£H™^^^ 

spoken.  ""^  ^o™    was 

Lablache  sucked  in  a  deep  whistling  breath      HJc  . 
rolled  and  he  struggled  into  a  sitting  posture     He  T' 
gazmg  into  the  muzzle  of  Bill's  pistof.  '  """^ 

'  Get  up !  »    The  stern  voice  was  unlike  Bill's  h.,f  fK 
was  nothing  of  the  twang  of  Retief  aboutTt         '        '^''" 
^he  money-lender  stared,  but  did  not  move-neifh.rH'^ 
he  speak.     Jacky  had  darted  into  the  huT   Sh.  h  ^ 
to  light  the  lamp  and  learn  the  trut J  ^'^  ^°°^ 

le^^Sor  s^s:^^ -r;t^:^rii::rr"^- 

his  assailant.  '  ^"'"  ^"J'e  of 

"Retief! "  he  gasped,  and  then  stood  speechless 
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held°  inside!"    The  relentless  pi.tol  was  at  Lablache's 

"Go  inside!" 

munr'^i^'u''^'  ^^^^''^'  °^^>-^d  ^he  mandate. 

Bill  followed  the  money-lender  into  the  miserable  room 

s^w  T  \"  T"  ',°°^  ^"  ^^^  ^^^"«  '"  °"-  swift  glance  T" 

She  wa    n?.7T'-  .''''  ^^^"^'^"^  ^^^^--s  stonily cah^: 

grey  face,  the  starmg  eyes  and  dropped  jaw.     Bill  saw  and 

understood.     Lablache  might  expect  no  mercy  ' 

The  murderer  himself  was  now  looking  in  the  direction 

with  eyes  whjch  expressed  horrified  amazement  at  the  sieht 

to  Tl""T"'  '^""  °'  J^^'^'  ^"-^-1-     He  was  tryfng 
to  fa  hom  the  meaning  of  her  association  with  Retief.  ^  ^ 

taht    T       I'  '^°°''-     ^°"  ^'  ''""'  f°^--^d  towards  the 
table  always  keeping  Lablache  in  front  of  him 

Is  he  dead  ?  "    Bill's  voice  was  solemn. 

soK°ef '  "'•     ^'"^  ""''  '  ^°°'  ^^  °^  ^^-^  -  ^- 

"He  is  dead— dead." 

"  Ah  !  For  the  moment  we  will  leave  the  dead.  me 
let  us  deal  with  the  living.  It  is  time  for  a  final  reckonnrg'' 
chm     ?  T  '  ^"f-^  '^'"  '"  '^'  ^°"^  °f  Bill's  voice-a 

than  "    M  """  '"^"'^'^^  '"^^^  ^'''^'^'  '-  Lablache's  ears 
than  could  any  passionate  outburst  have  been 

The  door  opened  gently.     No  one  noticed  it.  so  absorbed 
were  they  m  the  ghastly  matter  before  them.     Wider  the 
door  swung  and  several  dusky  faces  appeared  in  the  opening 
tJ^   r^^y-^""^^--  «^°°d  motionless.     His  gaze  ignored 

Lord    Bill  s  preamble  portended.     He  shook  himself  like 
one  rousing  from  some  dreadful  nightmare.     He  summoned 
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W.  courage  and  tried  to  face  the  consequence,  of  hi,  a« 

dJa7^^re:ht;ir,tTe;'Htt;;l^:r' ■"°~' 

not  that  which  was  to  come      It  was  !h!  '"°'"^"' 

dusky-visaged  raider  and-the  «  rl      He  ^1^''  f  *'^ 
icy  look  on  Jacky's  face.     How  ver   Us  2.  "°'''  •'' 

clear.     He  was  watching  for  a  loophole  oe^e  "^^^^^^^^ 
lost  no  detail  of  the  scene  before  him.  ^'       ^  ^* 

A  matter  which  puzzled  him  ereatlv  wae  fj,«  r      i- 
of  the  raider     Retief  ««  """greatly  was  the  familiar  voice 

a.7;Ki-h-et;xrctft:if  r  a 
2?p:rd:r;i:ii:Lra-rt^^^^^^^ 

had  been  concealed  beneath  the  paint  The  t!u,h  J  ^  ^ 
upon  him  instantly.  And  before  B  1  had  h™d  tf^e  f 
remove  his  wig  his  name  had  passed  theto'tSe" 

wai'frKroL'i'ftr^^^-  ^-^  '■>  "■^'  -p-'°- 

witl"^:;""""'"^-^""'  ""•'  '°  -'«'  "«  ■»"  reckoning 
Bill  eyed  the  murderer  steadily  and  Lablache  felt  his  last 
gnp  on  his  courage  relax.  A  terrible  fear  crept  uDon  h^ 
as  h,s  courage  ebbed.  Slowly  Bill  turned  hTeyer.n  tte 
d  recfon  of  the  still  kneeling  Jacky,  The  girl's'eye  met 
h.s,  and,  m  response  to  some  mute  undersLndinTthtl 
passed  between  them,  she  rose  to  her  f  °™^'°8  "''.ch 

Jack    s'oiteTs'ifT''-    "'  ""^''  '°°''<'  «  Ws  pistol, 
jacky  spoke  as  .f  answenng  some  remark  of  his. 

Vfs,  this  is  my  affair." 
Then  she  turned  upon  the  money-lender.     There  was  no 
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TorHH  t   ^"   ^'''''    "°   ""^"^   '"    h^^   t°"es ;    only   that 

htren^ttteVsr'"  "  '^'"-     ^^  ^^^^  '^^^  ^^  ^"'^ 

is  Z*""  "l?"/^  ""^'"^  '^^^  '^^^^  ^^^'^  to  that  poor  old  man 
IS  too  good  for  you-murderer,"  she  said,  her  deep    omTre 

thought  that  he  haro^i.e^:t.^:^;t::/ 

wUl  suffer-later."  Bill  gazed  at  her  wonderingfy  "  Ja^ 
-<:heat  l-you  pollute  the  earth.  You  thought  to  cozerTthlt 
poor,  harmless  old  man  out  of  his  property-out  of  m^  V 

'^m!'T  "'"  'r  ^^  >'°"  ^'^^^  -inS  lerT  W  efforts 
w  11  avail  you  nothing.   From  the  moment  Bill  discovered  the 

ZlLZZT'w''''^  Pad"-Lablache  started-.^y^u 
^te  was  sealed.     We  swore  to  confiscate  your  propertv 

BulnoTth     ""  '''  ^°°'  '^^"^  "^  y°"  sh'ould  paTten" 

pra lie     a  rouTh  t  "  ''"■"'"'•     "^'^^^  ^^  ^  J-^ice'  on  the 
praine-a  rough,  honest,  uncorruptible  justice     And  thnt 
justice  demands  your  life.     You  shall  scourge  FolsRve 
no  longer.    You  have  murdered.     You  shall'die  1-'' 

Jacky  was  about  to    go  further  with    her    inexorable 
denunciation  when  the  door  of  the  shed  was  flung  ^ide 
and  eight  Breeds,  headed  by  Gautier  and  Baptiste  cfme  t 
They  came  m  almost  noiselessly,  their  moccas  nerfeei 

Jaclc^'sita^S.  "S:rt'  ratnuJ'^  -<iden  app.i,o„. 
r^ckoned  upon.    OnT  Z::T^^:V^\Z' r^:^^ 
warned  all  three  that  these  prai.ie  outcasts  hai  been  sHen 
witnesses  of  everything  that  had  taken  place      It  was  a 

a  leu  Jemsh   hue  on  Lablache's  face  told    of   one  who 
appreciated  the  horror  of  that  silent  coming. 

«  her.  and  then  his  gaze  passed  to  the  dead  man  upon  the 
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floor.     His   beady,  black  eyes  turned  fiercely  upon  the 
cowering  money-lender. 

"Ow!"   he   grunted.      And   his    tone  was    the   fierce 
expression  of  an  Indian  roused  to  homicidal  purpose 

Then  he  turned  back  to  Jacky,  and  the  look  on  his  face 
changed  to  one  of  sympathy  and  even  love. 

"  Not  you,  missie— and  the  white  man— no.    The  prairie 
IS  the  land  of  the  Breed  and  his  forefathers— the  Red  Man 
Guess  the  law  of  the  prairie'll  come  best  from  such  as  he. 
You  are  one  of  us,"  he  went  on,  surveying  the  girl's  beauti- 
ful face  m  open  admiration.    "  You've  alius  been  mostly  one 
of  us— but  I  take  it  y'are  too  white.     No,  guess  you  ain't 
gom'  ter  muck   yer  pretty     ands  wi'  the   filthy  blood  of 
yonder,"  pointing  to  Lablache.     "These  things  is  fur  the 
likes  o'  us.     Jest  leave  this  skunk  to  us.     Death  is  the 
sentence,  and  death  he's  goin'  ter  git— an' it'll  be  somethin' 
ter  remember  by  all  who  behold.     An'  the  story  shall  go 
down  to  our  children.     This  poor  dead  thing  was  our  best 
fnen'- an'  he's  dead -murdered.     So,  this  is  a  matter  for 
the  Breed." 

Then  the  half-breed  turned  away.  Seeing  the  chalk  upon 
the  floor  he  stooped  and  picked  it  up. 

"Let's  have  the  formalities.     It  is  but  just— " 

Bill  suddenly  interrupted.  He  was  angry  at  the  inter- 
ference  of  Baptistt. 

"  Hold  on ! " 

Baptiste  swung  round.  The  white  man  got  no  further. 
The  Breed  broke  in  upon  him  with  animal  ferocity. 

"Who  says  hold  on?  Peace,  white  man,  peace  1  This 
is  for  us.     Dare  to  stop  us,  an' " 

Jacky  sprang  between  her  lover  and  the  ferocious  half- 
breed. 

"Bill,  leave  well  alone," she  said.  And  she  held  up  a 
warning  finger. 

She  knew  these  men,  of  a  race  to  which  she,  in  part, 
belonged.    As  weU  baulk  a  tiger  of  its  prey.     She  knew 
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that  if  Bill  interfered  his  life  would  pay  the  forfeit.  The 
*angumary  lust  of  these  human  devils  once  aroused,  they 
cared  little  how  it  be  satisfied.  ^ 

th«f  1! JH'^K^''^^  ''.''^  ^  '^'''^'  '"^  ^^  ^^«  startled  to  see 
that  he  had  been  noiselessly  surrounded  by  the  rest  of  the 

wf",HT  r  ^'^.^^'^y'^  ^^'"n^and  needed  support,  it 
would  have  found  it  in  this  ominous  movement. 

Fate  had  decreed  that  the  final  act  in  the  Foss  River 
drama  should  come  from  another  source  than  the  avenging 

HoUow  '''  '''•''  ^'"^  ^°'"P^^^  •"  ^^^  Man'! 

Baptiste  turned  away  from  "Lord"  Bill,  and,  at  a  sign 
from  him,  Lablache  was  brought  round  to  the  other  side  of 
the  table-to  where  the  dead  rancher  was  lying.  Baptiste 
handed  him  the  chalk  and  then  pointed  to  L  waU.  on 

Write  !    he  said,  turning  back  to  his  prisoner. 

but^t  tn      ^^'f  ^'"'^"u  ^'  ''■°""^'     "^  «^^y^d  *°  speak, 
but  his  tongue  clove  to  the  roof  of  his  mouth. 

the'^r"""^""  ^  *'"  ^°"-"    '^^'  ^'''^  ''^^  P°i°^ed  to 
Lablache  held  out  the  chalk. 
'•  I  kill  John  AUandale,"  dictated  Baptiste. 
Lablache  wrote. 
"Now,  sign.    So." 

Lablache  signed.  Jacky  and  Bill  stood  looking  on 
silent  and  wondering.  ** 

"Now  "said  Baptiste,  with  all  the  solemnity  of  a  court 
official  « the  execution  shall  take  place.     Lead  him  out  1 » 

At  this  instant  Jacky  laid  her  hand  upon  the  half-breed's 
arm. 

"  What-what  is  it  ?  "  she  asked.  And  from  her  expres- 
sion something  of  the  stony  calmness  had  gone,  leaving  in 

S^u   ^     ^  °^  wondering  not  untouched  with  horror. 
"The  Devil's  Keg  1" 
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THE  MAW  OF  THE   MUSKEO 

Down  the  sloping  shore  to  the  level  of  the  great  keg,  the 
party  of  Breeds— and  in  their  midst  the  doomed  money- 
lender—made their  way.  Jacky  and  "Lord"  BUI,  on 
their  horses,  brought  up  the  rear. 

The  silent  cortege  moved  slowly  on,  out  on  to  the 
oozing  path  across  the  mire.  Lablache  was  now  beyond 
human  aid. 

The  right  and  wrong  of  their  determination  troubled  the 
Breeds  not  one  whit.  But  it  was  different  with  the  two 
white  people.  What  thoughts  Bill  had  upon  the  matter  he 
kept  to  himself.  He  certainly  felt  that  he  ought  to  inter- 
fere, but  he  knew  how  worse  than  useless  his  interference 
would  be.  Besides,  the  man  should  die.  The  law  of 
Judge  Lynch  was  the  only  law  for  such  as  he.  Let  that 
law  take  its  course.  Bill  would  have  preferred  the  stout 
tree  and  a  raw-hide  lariat.  But— and  he  shrugged  his 
shoulders. 

Jacky  felt  more  deeply  upon  the  subject.  She  saw  the 
horror  in  all  its  truest  lights,  and  yet  she  had  flouted  her 
lover's  suggestion  that  she  should  not  witness  the  end. 
Bad  and  all  as  Lablache  was— cruel  as  was  his  nature, 
murderer  though  he  be,  surely  no  crime,  however  heinous, 
could  deserve  the  fate  to  which  he  was  going.  She  had 
remonstrated  —  urged  Baptiste  to  forego  his  wanton 
cruelty,  to  deal  out  justice  tempered  with  a  mercy 
which  should  hurl  the  money-lender  to  oWivion  without 
suffering— with  scarce  time  to  realise  the  happening.     Her 
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efforts  were  unavailing.     As  well  trw  ♦«  . 

its  mischief-a  man-eater  fml      ^       '""  '"  *?«  '"«>'" 

The  inherent  Ce  of  c^^er    7i^  *>'°°^- 

swayed  their  destinies  whhh  .l^^'^^^e  had  too  long 

AH  the  pent-up  hreHo^e^^^ ^  U^^^^^^^^^^ 
was  now  et  loose      Fnr  oii  »k  ^*'"  ^'^  memory, 

had  b.e„  fcced^  .f^^  ^  'A'«X'JV°^'  ,"''"  '"^^ 
destinies.  Was  he  not  the  Breat  ,h,  ?t  '  "  "'  ""='' 
place?    When  he  held  ud  hi  fi  u"'""'  "■'"  "^  ""e 

h«  wage  wa,  .he^a  'o^adg  ^Wht' 7"  *°*-"' 
among  them,  .ould  he  no,  dr'iveTh.^  ,  ■'"'?  "="" 
great  store?    When  their  XZ  ?  """"^  from  his 

would  he  no.  ret.  t  L  j  :s"-Tod''°"'"r'=  "^'■• 
.ny  sort,  nnless  ,he  „,oney  wa's  dow^?"^"^™?'  "' 
even. he  privilege  of  men  who  ownedT/d  rl"  '^  """ 
credtt  for  the  Breeds-outcasts.  Bap,"e  J  !"  7^  "" 
remembered  all  these  thino<,      Tt  ""  '^"ows 

The,  would  pa.  llblachl    „H   .t""   "™   ''"'  """«■ 
should  be  heavy    ^'""'"-"''  """  Kore  of  intetrat 

seen°tr  ;7ctt" n"  ^':^Z  t'  ""''=«  ^.^"c^e  -"d 
Gautier  had  taken  dLi  i.l  .■  ,  ^!'  ""'  '"  ">e  sty. 
wretched  man  o  „haTha<i  T  T"  '"  '=""8  .he 
details  in  the  mannerof  „„:  „hofi"„df  r°~'"°""''"8  ""^ 
remembered  pas.  injuria  Id  fe«,  7  "'?"'■  "' 
lender's  agony  revelled    m   the  money- 

wh^re'^Ss'.trter'-'/i'''' p"'"' 

U.eir  horses  and  watched    he  scene  ^^  Th'  "",  ""  ^'  °" 
thing  ofBaptiste's  intention  was  ton,.  '     °"'''''  «""=■ 

Bill,  what  are  they  going  to  do  ?  " 
6>he  asked  the  question.     But  th^  o«o 

wi.hher.     Hercompanionrematdsien7"srd^"'' 
repeat  her  question.  ^^^  ^^^  oot 
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Then  she  heard  Bapti&te'n  raucous  tones  as  he  issu 
his  commands. 

"  Loose  his  hands ! " 

Jacky  watched  Lablache's  face  in  the  dim  starlight, 
was  ghastly.     The  whole  figure  of  the  man  seemed  to  ha 
shrunk.      The  wretched  man    stood  free,  and   yet   mc 
surely  a  prisoner  than  any  criminal  in  a  condemned  cell. 

The  uncertain  light  of  the  stars  showed  only  the  da 
expanse  of  the  mire  upon  all  sides.  In  the  distan( 
ahead,  the  mountains  were  vaguely  outlined  against  t 
sky  j  behind  and  around,  nothing  but  that  awful  death-tr( 
Jacky  had  lived  all  her  life  beside  the  muskeg,  but  nev 
until  that  moment,  had  she  realised  the  awful  terror  of 
presence. 

Now  Baptiste  again  commanded. 

"  Prepare  for  death." 

It  seemed  to  the  listening  girl  that  a  devilish  tone 
exultation  rang  in  his  words.  She  roused  herself  ff-om  i 
fascinated  attention.  She  was  about  to  urge  her  hoi 
forward.  But  a  thin,  powerful  hand  reached  out  ai 
gripped  her  by  the  arm.  It  was  "  Lord  "  Bill.  His  hoai 
whisper  sung  in  her  ears. 

••  Your  own  words — Leave  well  alone." 

And  she  allowed  her  horse  to  stand. 

Now  she  leaned  forward  in  her  saddle  and  rested  Y 
elbows  upon  the  horn  in  front  of  her.  Again  she  hea 
Baptiste  speak.     He  seemed  to  be  in  sole  command. 

"  We'll  give  yer  a  chance  fur  yer  life — " 

Again  tlie  fiendish  laugh  underlaid  the  words. 

"It's  a  chance  of  a  dog — a  yellow  dog,"  he  pursue 
Jacky  shuddered.  "But  such  a  chance  is  too  good  f 
yer  likes.  Look — look,  those  hills.  See  the  three  t; 
peaks — yes,  those  three,  taller  than  the  rest.  One  straig 
in  front ;  one  to  the  right,  an'  one  away  to  the  left.  Gu€ 
this  path  divides  right  hyar — in  three,  an'  each  path  hea 
for  one  of  those  peaks.    Say,  jest  one  trail  crosses  the  k 
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-one.     S,v„?    The  o.hm  .„d  ,uddc„,  and  .hen  Jh! 

i.  yefcL":  'ch  '°''  """■•"  ^""""=  •■-  on-     "This 
but  you've  got  the  lav  of  i,     r  *"'  "'""•'  *"''■'  "■>. 

y.r  choo«\o-.h  ^  ^d    -If  ^"17'';  ""'='  •"=  •»"> 

mighty  slippv—vou' A.,       '?'™"'    '"ove— an'  move 

EfV  git'o'^  to';  'r  ;hf  "pTan  """"V"'.°  "'^-  ">-^' 
ken  sling  offwi'a  .^JlSf^Z^Z^!  ?  '"\  >" 
job-mebbe  you"'  git  through  B,',v\  V"'"'" 
won't.     Now    tak..   ver  A„„-    \  ^   """""   yer 

death  if  yer  don't  anyway"'     '""""•  "'  '='"™''".    "» 

bis^gLTTear'Thrt:!;h-^^^''^!:"  ^""-^  ^""^^ 
mountain,  beyond  The"!  \""?'  '"'"  '°°''  "  "»^ 
peaks.     They  were  clear  eno^"""  '^""'  *">ly'""lined 

,ateh,„g  sa;the";t[orft  ttZ^\  '-'^- 
though  a  fl,cker  of  hope  had  risen  wSin  him  tL  ,"' 
saw  him  turn  and  eye  Bamiste      H  ^'     ^ '"="'''<■' 

.hat  cruel,  dark  face'a  veng  fu,  pu"lsT"'He '°  "1  '" 
scent  a  trick.     PresenHv  K« !         P"'^P°^^-     He  seemed  to 
How  Dlainlv  ThT       I        "'"""^  ^»^'"  ^°  ^he  hills. 

but  the  dark  "pan"    If"   T^^o  ^^^ '"^  ^ 

heart  with  terror      He  couM  ZT      '^  ""'"  ^^""«  ^"'^ 

he  must  do  so  or-  '  '^°°''='  ^"^  ^^^^  ^e  knew 

Baptiste  spoke  again. 

"  Choose  ! " 

iasMesst:  Sd  fltker  IdT  """"  '"=  '"'^-     «-  ''■•' 

>:e    turned    ,0    the   Breed   „hh  "'""'"  '","""=  '"■P^'"^"' 
tne  Breed  with   an    imploring   gtsuire. 
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Baptiste  made  no  movement.  His  relentless  expression  re- 
mained unchanged.  The  wretched  man  turned  away  to  the 
rest  of  the  Breeds.  ^ 

A  pistol  was  levelled  at  his  head  and  he  turned  back  to 
Baptiste  The  only  comfort  he  obtained  was  a  monosyllabic 
command.  ^ 

"Choose!" 

"God,  man  I  can't."  Lablache  gasped  out  the  words 
which  seemed  literally  to  be  wrung  from  him. 

"Choose!"    The  inexorable  tone  sent  a' shudder  over 
the  distraught  man.     Even  in  the  starlight  the  expression 
of  the  villain  s  face  was  hideous  to  behold. 
Baptiste's  voice  again  rang  out  on  the  still  night  air 
"Move  him  1"  ^ 

A  pistol  was  pushed  behind  his  ear. 
" Do  y' hear?" 

"Mercy-mercy !  "  cried  the  distraught  man.  But  he 
made  no  move. 

There  was  an  instant's  pause.  Then  the  loud  report  of 
the  threatening  pistol  rang  out.  It  had  been  fired  through 
the  lobe  of  his  'ar.  ^ 

"  Oh,  God !  » 

The  exclamation  was  forced  from  Jacky.  The  torture— 
the  horror  nearly  drove  her  wild.  She  lifted  her  reins  as 
though  to  ride  to  the  villain's  aid.  Then  something-some 
cruel  recollection-stayed  her.  She  remembered  her  uncle 
and  her  heart  hardened. 

The  merciless  torture  of  the  Breed  was  allowed  to  pass 
To  the  wretched  victim  it  seemed  that  his  ear-drum 
must  be  split  for  the  shot  had  left  him  almost  stone  deaf 
The  blood  trickled  from  the  wound.  He  almost  leapt 
forward.  Then  he  stood  all  of  a  tremble  as  he  felt  the 
ground  shake  beneath  him.  A  cold  sweat  poured  down 
his  great  face. 

"Choose!"  Baptiste  followed  the  terror-stricken  man 
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'No— no!     Don't   shoot!     Yes     I'll   en     «„!       j     . 
shoot."  «es,    in   go— only— don't 

a  Jo.!  "^^K,  ^^^^"-^'^^  'he  great  man  now  displayed  was 
almost  p.t.able.      Bill's  Hp  ,^,1^^   j^   ^.  P'^>f  ^^^j 

Ublache  moved  cautiously  forward  f».<:tin„  »k 
with  his  foot  as  he  wenf      Th       r^'"^'  ^^'^'"8  'he  ground 

the  mountains  '''^"  '^  ^'"^^^  ^S^'"  -^  <^yed 

night  Jr"  ^^'  *°'"^  ^^"«  °"^  ^""i"«'y  "Pon  the 

l^blache  fixed  his  eyes  upon  the  distant  oeak  of  rh. 
mountain  which  was  to  be  his^nirl.     w     ^  ,        ^^^ 

Ti,^  t>      J    /•  ,,  guide.    He  advanced  -sjowlv 

The  Breeds  followed,  Tackv  and  Hill  hr-         *"'^^" -'owiy. 
TK^  J  J**^*^/  ana  am  bnngine:  ud  the  rpar 

His  agony  of  mind  was  awful 

do^!hT''1^-  ^^°"'  '""  y"^^«  '■"  'his  way.     The  sweat 
CI  .  ^^'T-     "'■'  ^'°'^^^^  «'"^k  to  him      He  p'uTed 

^d  loT.  "'  T'  '"^'  '^^"°^^-     H^  turned  hS 
•nd  looked  mto  the  muzzle  of  Bapri«e'.  revolver.     He 
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lorward     Still  the  ground  was  firm.    But  this  m,.  h™  „„ 
hope.     Suddenly  a  frightful  horror  swap    ovShir  I^ 
was  somethmg  fresh;   he  had  not  thought  of  i,  lefore 
The  fact  was  strange,  but  it  was  so.    The  oaUi    h,H  h 

Baptiste  had  said  lotThfhl'teTn  hTr^oirtent 
tne^^lagon.     Again  he'I^r^ed-an'dTawrp,-::/"  '' 

He^r^Sttra'-guS^rcr  rr  f  r^-- 

.eft'"  Bufnt  het  MttTsT  "^'Jf  '^  "^^ 
rprfain      c^j     i    i_  ^*     ^'^  '"'"d  was  Un- 

certain.   Suddenly  he  gave  a  jumn     He  Mt  tu^ 

solid  beneath  him  as  he  alighted      H.«f  ^'"""^ 

He  passed  hi.  h«nH         ^"!'^^.^d-     His  face  was  streaming. 
.      passea  nis  hand  across  it  m  a  dazed  wav      Hie  . 

Therigh.i'„tt,.titi  °"^,i:^\f:-7-'- 

the  peak,  and  made  another  step  forward     Cn^^VfJ 

wicn  a  cry.     He  tripped  and  fell  hpavHv      tk  , 

shook  under  him  and'L  lay  stiil,  mo'a^n  ''      ^'^  '"""'^ 

Bap  .ste  s  voice  roused  him  and  urged  him  on. 
G  t  on,  you  skunk,"  he  said.    •■  Go  to  yer  death." 

Labkcbe  sat  up  and  looked  about.     He  felt  dCd      H. 

tuTnld  '  G,:::'  f-r    ""-"-^^^^  which  etX  " 
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forward  with  reckless  ha^f*.      w«.  .»        l       , 
behind  him      The  ^rr^.n?'     ^^'^^'"^'"bered  the  pistol 
"  """•      ine  ground  seemed  to  shake  iinrJ«r  k- 

Sh.  o'hJ  h  J™""''  ™^  ='"'"-"°'  "  =hook.     The 
weigm  or  his  body  came  down  on  the  <n„f       u-    / 

"  Git  on,  or—" 

The  ground  seeTed  fold  Tnd  h"rrd  fr^'/^T' 
laugh.    Another  step  and  another     H  .  T"*'  "'''' 

hard.     Then  he  sta 'ed  to  Il'er  _        ■"""'"■  "'"""'"^ 

-|J°"r.^  r,/h:re"  '^^c ;::  ^.  -=•  ^'>«  ^- 
H:'^of^:^^r^^tr5B^^^ 

direction.     Again  he  .sanlr      a        ".  '*""    ^"^a    another 
^gdin  ne  sank.     Again  he  drew  hart       u- 

down  on  a  reedy  tuft.     It  shook,  but  S  held      H  °?'"f 

:rr/his^lr^rc^.«  ^"'^'  -  -" 
to  come  back  "'  '"'^  °"'  '^  ^^^^'^  *"d  turned 

Baptiste  stood  with  levelled  pistol. 

Mercy — I'm  sinking." 
"Git  on— not  one  step  back  " 
Ublache  struggled  to  release  hi,  sinking  limb,     By  a 
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great  effort  he  drew  it  out  only  to  plunge  it  into  another 
yielding  spot.  Again  he  struggled,  and  in  his  struggle  his 
other  foot  slipped  from  its  reedy  hold.  It,  too,  sank. 
With  a  terrible  cry  he  plunged  forward.  He  lurched 
heavily  as  he  sought  to  drag  his  feet  from  the  viscid  muck. 
At  every  effort  he  sank  deeper.  At  last  he  hurled  himself 
full  length  upon  the  surface  of  the  reeking  mire.  He  cried 
aloud,  but  no  one  answered  him.  Under  his  body  he  felt 
the  yielding  crust  cave.  He  clutched  at  the  surface  grass, 
but  he  only  plucked  the  tufts  from  their  roots.  They  gave 
him  no  hold. 

The  silent  figures  on  the  path  watched  his  death-struggle. 
It  was  ghastly— horrible.  The  expression  of  their  faces 
was  fiendish.  They  watched  with  positive  joy.  There 
was  no  pity  in  the  hearts  of  the  Breeds. 

They  hearkened  to  the  man's  piteous  cries  with  ears 
deafened  to  all  entreaty.  They  simply  watched— watched 
and  revelled  in  the  watching— for  the  terrible  end  which 
must  come. 

Already  the  murderer's  vast  proportions  were  half  buried 
in  the  slimy  ooze,  and,  at  every  fresh  effort  to  save  himself; 
he  sank  deeper.  But  the  death  which  the  Breeds  awaited 
was  slow  to  come.  Slow  — slow.  And  so  they  would 
have  it. 

Like  some  hungry  monster  the  muskeg  mouths  its 
victims  with  oozing  saliva,  supping  slowly,  and  seemingly 
revels  in  anticipation  of  the  delicate  morsel  of  human 
flesh.  The  watchers  heard  the  gurgling  mud,  like  to  a 
great  tongue  licking,  as  it  wrapped  round  the  doomed 
man's  body,  sucking  him  down,  down,  ^^he  clutch  of  the 
keg  seemed  like  something  alive;  something  so  all-power- 
ful—like  the  twining  feelers  of  the  giant  cuttlefish.  Slowly 
they  saw  the  doomed  man's  legs  disappear,  and  already 
the  slimy  muck  was  above  his  middle. 

The  minutes  dragged  along— the  black  slime  rose— it 
was  at  Lablache's  breast.    His  arms  were  outspread,  and, 
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for  the  moment,  they  offered  resistance  to  the  sucking 
strength  of  the  mud.  But  the  resistance  was  only 
momentary.  Down,  down  he  was  drawn  into  that  in- 
satiable maw.  The  dying  man's  arms  canted  upwards  as 
his  shoulders  were  dragged  under. 

He  cried— he  shrieked— he  raved.  Down,  down  he 
went— the  mud  touched  his  chin.  His  head  was  thrown 
back  m  one  last  wild  scream.  The  watchers  saw  the 
starmg  eyes— the  wide-stretched,  lashless  lids. 

His  cries  died  down  into  gurgles  as  the  mud  oozed  over 
mto  his  gaping  mouth  Down  he  went  to  his  dreadful 
death,  until  his  nostrils  filled  and  only  his  awful  eyes 
remained  above  the  muck.  The  watchers  did  not  move. 
Slowly  — slowly  and  silently  now  — the  last  of  him  dis- 
appeared. Once  his  head  was  below  the  surface  his 
limpened  arms  followed  swiftly. 

The  Breeds  reluctantly  turned  back  from  the  horrid 
spectacle.  The  fearful  torture  was  done.  For  a  few 
moments  no  words  were  spoken.  Then,  at  last,  it  was 
Baptiste  who  broke  the  silence.  He  looked  round  on 
the  passion-distorted  faces  about  him.  Then  his  beady 
eyes  rested  on  the  horrified  faces  of  Jacky  and  her 
lover.  He  ey-d  them,  and  presently  his  gaze  dropped, 
and  he  turned  back  to  his  countrymen.  He  merely  said 
two  words. 

"Scatter,  boys." 

The  tragedy  was  over  and  his  words  brought  down  the 
curtain.  In  silence  the  half-breeds  turned  and  slunk  away. 
They  passed  back  over  their  tracks.  Each  knew  that  the 
sooner  he  reached  the  camp  again,  the  sooner  would  safety 
be  assured.  As  the  last  man  departed  Baptiste  stepped 
up  to  Jacky  and  Bill,  who  had  not  moved  from  their 
positions. 

"Guess  there's  no  cause  to  complain  o'  yer  friends,"  he 
said,  addressing  Jacky,  and  leering  up  into  her  white,  set 
face. 
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The    girl    shivered     and     turned    away    with    a    look 
of  utter    loathing    on    her  face       «;k«  .  ^ 

lover.  ^    appealed   to  her 

•'  f ord~^Bm  'r^.  K '"  '"'^-     ^''^-'^'^  *°°  h°"'l>'«-" 
^^  i^ord    Bill  fixed  his  grey  eyes  on  the  Breed. 

bcatter— we've  had  enough." 
"  Eh  ?     Guess  yer  per-tickler." 
There  was  a  truculent  tone  in  Baptiste's  voice. 
Bills  revolver  was  out  like  lightning. 
"  Scatter  1"  * 

And  in  that  word  Baptiste  realised  his  dismissal. 
His  face  looked  very  ugly,  but  he  moved  off  under  the 
covering  muzzle  of  the  white  man's  pistol 

turtd^jX'"  """  ''  ^"  °"  °^  ^•«'^-     ^^-'^^ 
"Well?    Which  way?" 

Jacky  did  not  answer  for  a  moment.  She  gazed  at  the 
mountains.  She  shivered.  It  might  have  befn  he  cm! 
rnV'l  ''  -ig'"  have  been  emotion.  xLen  she 
looked  back  ,n  the  d.rection  of  Foss  River.  Dawn  was 
already  streaking  the  horizon. 

ab!ut'  'leH  ^'^'^r^'y  ^hild.  and  looked  helplessly 
tT    i^""^  1°"'^'-  had  never  seen  her  vigorous  nature  so 

thro^h  "''•     '"^  ''  '^''''  ^^^  ^--  ^he  had  been 
Bill  looked  at  her. 
"Well?" 

"Yonder."     She  pointed  to  the  distant  hills.     "Foss 
River  IS  no  longer  possible." 
"  The  day  that  sees  Lablache— " 
"  Yes— come." 

Tar^Wfnr'^'iT""^^^'"  '^^  ^'^^^*'°"  of  the  settlement 

'  h  h : ;::'  ';x%  '^^^  ^j^  ^^-^^^^  Nigger,  ^^k 

turned^rds  B:^^:tZ^''^;  :::i^  '--'  ^'' 
He  felt  that  he  was  going  home     '  '  ""  "^'"«- 
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Dr  Abbot  had  been  up  all  night,  as  had  most  of  Foss 
River.  Everybody  had  been  present  at  the  fire.  It  was 
daylight  when  it  was  discovered  that  John  Allandale  and 
Jacky  were  missing.  Lablache  had  been  missed,  but  this 
had  not  so  much  interested  people.  They  thought  of 
Relief  and  waited  for  daylight. 

Silas  brought  the  news  of  "  Poker"  John's  absence-also 
his  niece's.     Immediately  was  a  "  hue  and  cry  "  taken  up 
Foss  River  bustled  in  search. 

It  was  noon  before  the  rancher  was  found.  Doctor 
Abbot  and  Silas  had  set  out  in  search  together.  The  fifty- 
acre  pasture  was  Silas's  suggestion.  Dr  Abbot  did  not 
remember  the  implement  si.^d. 

They  found  the  old  man's  body.  They  found  Lablache's 
confession.  Silas  could  not  read.  He  took  no  stock  in 
the  writing  and  thought  only  of  the  dead  man.  The 
doctor  had  read,  but  he  said  nothing.  He  despatched  Silas 
for  help. 

When  the  foreman  had  gone  Dr  Abbot  picked 
up  the  black  wig  which  Bill  had  used.  He  stood 
looking  at  It  for  a  while,  then  he  put  it  carefully  into  his 
pocket. 

"Ah!  I  think  I  understand  something  now,"  he  said 
slowly  fingering  the  wig.  "  Um-yes.  I'll  burn  it  when  I 
get  home." 

Silas  returned  with  help.     John  AUandale  was   buried 
quietly  in  the  little  piece  of  ground  set  aside  for  such 
purposes.     The  truth  of  the  disappearance  of  Lablache 
Jacky  and  "Lord"  Bill  was  never   known  outside  of  the 
doctor's  house. 

How  much  or  how  little  Dr  Abbot  knew  would  be 
hard  to  tell.  Possibly  he  guessed  a  great  deal.  Anyway, 
whatever  he  knew  was  doubtless  shared  with  "Aunt'' 
Margaret.     For  when  the  doctor  had  a  secret  it  did  not 
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remain  his  long.     "Aunt"  Margaret  had  a  way  with  her. 
However,  she  was  the  very  essence  of  discretion. 

Foss  River  settled  down  after  its  nine  days'  wonder.  It 
was  astonishing  how  quickly  the  affair  was  forgotten.  But 
then  Foss  River  was  not  yet  civilised.  Its  people  had  not 
yet  learned  to  worry  too  much  over  their  neighbours' 
affairi. 
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